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Introduction 
Critical race theory in the UK: What is to 
be learnt? What is to be done? 
Kevin Hylton, Andrew Pilkington, Paul Warmington and 
Shirin Housee 
 
This final volume in the C-SAP monograph series is one that ironically 
hails a significant beginning for critical race theory (CRT) in the UK. This 
collection draws together writing generated by the UK‘s first international 
CRT conference, held at the Institute of Education, London, on 25–26 
June 2009, from which this chapter takes its title. The conference drew 
together all the key writers on CRT in the UK and activist(s)/scholars 
working internationally, as well as others relatively new to CRT. 
International scholars came together to debate the potential and efficacy of 
this emerging critical framework, with keynote addresses including those 
from Devon Carbado, David Gillborn, Kevin Hylton and Ann Phoenix. This 
major international conference considered the relevance of CRT to our 
understanding of core issues concerning ‗race‘, racism, racialisation, 
gender, class, sexuality, age and disability in the UK and in other European 
countries. 
In recent years, the Higher Education Academy Subject Centre for 
Sociology Anthropology, Politics (C-SAP) has facilitated gatherings of 
academics in a range of educational settings wishing to engage further with 
issues to support pedagogy. The CRT conference in 2009 followed an 
earlier conference in 2008, Race(ing) Forward: Transitions in Theorising 
‘Race’ in Education. Race(ing) Forward (see Pilkington et al. 2009), which 
was preceded by a more practice-oriented conference in 2006, Teaching 
‘Race’ in HE Social Sciences. These conferences involved delegates ranging 
from Charles Lemert to John Solomos and focused on understanding racial 
dynamics in teaching and research. The journey to the 2009 conference 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
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was the result of a developing interest in critical race theory in the UK and 
work by the C-SAP special interest group on ‗race‘ research and other 
organisations such as the British Sociological Association pursuing many 
of these important issues.  
Some of the major issues explored in this volume ask new questions 
about the place of CRT in social theory, and, predictably, more common 
questions are explored. For many years, ‗race‘, racism and their 
intersection with multiple forms of oppression, such as class and gender, 
have perplexed social theorists, so these contemporary issues will not seem 
new to more experienced social scientists. For many, CRT presents a 
different way to frame these issues, making the theory attractive and yet 
challenging for mainstream social science. Rather than ‗old wine in new 
bottles‘, CRT embraces the best of activist social science while 
foregrounding praxis, social justice, social transformation and, most 
important, centring ‗race‘ and racism. 
CRT in the UK is emerging as an alternative critical standpoint from 
which to challenge racialised dynamics where other critical lenses have 
been inconsistent or have marginalised or ignored the Black experience, 
Whiteness and racial dynamics. CRT networks in the UK have offered ‗safe 
spaces‘ to explore the utility of CRT in explaining racialised oppressions, 
while also attracting an increasing number of academics revitalised 
through ‗hearing‘ alternative counter-cultural voices in the Academy. The 
paradox of ‗race‘ has not been lost on CRT writers either, as they have 
carefully navigated the constructed vernacular of ‗race‘ and racial 
ideologies (Delgado and Stefancic 2001; Ladson-Billings 2006). CRT 
pragmatics accept the constructed ‗falsehood‘ of ‗race‘, and yet the lived 
reality of ‗race‘ in an oft-pronounced post-racial world cannot be denied, 
where racialised politics and daily microaggressions made up of assaults, 
insults and invalidations are commonplace (Gillborn 2009; Hylton 2010; 
Sue 2010). The editors and authors of this collection accept that the term 
‗race‘ is problematic and so, even though some choose to use ‗scare quotes‘ 
and others not, there is clear consensus on its socially constructed and 
problematic nature (Pilkington 2003; Warmington 2009). The strategic 
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use of racialised terminology is reflective of the CRT urgency to ‗do‘ rather 
than just ‗be‘. Translated this means that the CRT emphasis on praxis 
incorporates a desire to work towards activism, social transformation and 
justice without becoming stymied by overly theorised turns.  
Similarly, CRT‘s unveiling of Whiteness, making Whiteness 
processes and privileges more transparent, has presented further 
opportunities for activist scholars to disrupt negative social relations 
through ‗naming‘ it and ‗bearing witness‘ (Bell 2003; Marx and Pennington 
2003). The hegemony of Whiteness processes being maintained through 
insidious historical invisibility and privileging is consistently 
unproblematised. To compound this, Whiteness is often unwittingly and 
uncritically defended, not only in industry but also public sector spaces 
including HE. This defence of White privilege occurs in critical social 
science and pedagogy, where ambivalence changes to moral opprobrium 
when these matters become the source of rancour and public debate 
(Gillborn 2005). This is how hegemony works, and for many new to CRT 
its challenges to such issues have shed much needed light on their 
experience of social structures.  
There have been a few significant texts focusing on CRT from UK-
based scholars (Cole 2009; Gillborn 2009; Hylton 2009) in addition to 
special journal issues on CRT (Chakrabarty et al. forthcoming) and part 2 
of monograph 11 in this series (Pilkington et al. 2009). Expressions of 
interest for this edited collection were sought, reviewed and selected from 
conference presenters, who responded overwhelmingly for inclusion in 
what they see as an opportunity for a marker to be laid down on the nature 
of ‗BritCrit‘ (see Gillborn in this volume). It was envisioned that the 
discussions and debates from the conference needed to be presented to a 
wider audience while developing understanding further among those 
activist scholars attracted to CRT‘s critical framework. At an important and 
exciting period for CRT in the UK, this edited collection should capitalise 
on a critical mass from the UK, although there is an enthusiastic 
international field. The rich and varied debates from the conference are 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
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focused in this one collection. As writings on CRT, in particular in North 
America, have caused a frisson in the UK and Europe, it is anticipated that 
this eagerly awaited collection will have wide appeal.   
It is appropriate that David Gillborn sets the scene early on. David 
has done more than any other academic in the UK to popularise critical 
race theory. In his paper, he charts what he calls the contours of ‗BritCrit‘.  
The following four papers illustrate the value of CRT as an effective 
critical social framework. The first two focus on CRT‘s applicability to 
sport, where a level playing field ideology obscures the more pernicious 
racialised relations reflective of wider society. In an arena known for its 
freely available opportunities, fair play and pure joie de vivre, how we act 
in these settings has major implications for seemingly more pressured 
everyday contexts. In this volume, colour-blindness, microaggressions, 
interest convergence and White supremacy are highlighted by Dan 
Burdsey. Dan carefully applies CRT to professional football after outlining 
its relevance for critical social analysis. Contradictions in racial ideologies 
and suggestions for CRT‘s development are considered, with CRT being 
viewed as a forward-looking framework for theorising. Akilah Carter and 
Billy Hawkins also focus on sport as a contested arena, exploring the 
coping strategies of female African American athletes in predominantly 
White institutions of higher education. Their focus on Black women 
supplements the majority of work in sport and ‗race‘ that tends to 
emphasise the Black male experience from a default setting of Whiteness. 
The focus on intersecting multiple oppressions and the salience of ‗race‘ 
offer insights into the nuanced coping regimes of Black student athletes, 
where the notion of ‗coping‘ has previously only applied to an athlete‘s 
performance in competition. The work incorporates a theoretical frame 
that forefronts CRT in relation to Black feminist thought and 
intersectionality. 
David Gillborn‘s suggestion that the initiatives in the UK to promote 
race equality following the publication of the Macpherson report 
constituted a ‗contradiction-closing case‘, and that these initiatives have 
steadily been undermined over time, provides the starting point for papers 
Introduction: Critical race theory in the UK: What is to be learnt? What is 
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by Andrew Pilkington and David Skinner. Andrew Pilkington examines the 
HE sector in the UK and demonstrates remarkable continuities in practices 
relating to race and ethnicity over a ten-year period. David Skinner focuses 
on racial and ethnic categorisation. Drawing on CRT, he problematises the 
collection of racialised data and, like Andrew Pilkington, questions 
whether there is a genuine commitment to challenging racial inequality.  
The following two papers are also concerned with racial and ethnic 
categorisation. The first, by Miri Song, is concerned with the racial 
identification of ‗mixed race‘ young people in Britain. She challenges 
reliance on survey questions to elicit ethnic and racial identification and 
illustrates through interviews the complexity and fluidity of identities 
among multiracial young people. Michael Banton‘s paper also points to the 
growth in the number of people who have multiple ethnic origins. Like 
Miri Song, he emphasises the unreliability of survey methods in 
ascertaining people‘s identities but goes further in his wide-ranging paper 
to challenge CRT. He argues that CRT is unlikely to gain much purchase 
outside the USA. France, Germany and Sweden, he argues, expressly 
challenge the notion that people belong to races and in the UK, where the 
concept is enshrined in law, increasing demographic diversity militates 
against a simple Black/White division.  
Katya Salmi‘s paper, which explores anti-racism in France, provides 
an interesting contrast to the paper by Michael Banton. While she 
acknowledges that in the French republican context the existence of races 
is typically denied, she argues that CRT can be illuminating in identifying 
racisms which are hidden in the official discourse. 
Critical race theorists, such as David Gillborn and Richard Delgado, 
have emphasised that CRT is an eclectic space: open, inclusive and in 
development. To this end, a number of the papers in this collection explore 
both consonance and dissonance between CRT and approaches to the 
sociology of ‗race‘ that are longer established in the UK. Working from a 
cultural studies approach, Ben Pitcher‘s paper, ‗Developing transnational 
race theory‘, considers both the advantages and the potential risks of 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
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working under the banner of CRT. He discusses a range of issues related to 
the transfer of CRT to the UK context, focusing on the seductiveness of US 
paradigms of ‗race‘ and racism and asking critical questions about whether 
CRT risks marginalising the analysis of ‗race‘ and racism. Namita 
Chakrabarty‘s ‗If I Were White … From Beyoncé‘s imaginings to the age of 
Obama‘ is also informed by cultural studies, offering a nuanced reading of 
contemporary representations of race in the age of media such as YouTube 
and also drawing on critical race feminism.   
Steve Garner‘s ‗Reflections on the ‗wages of Whiteness‘‘ considers 
CRT‘s concept of White supremacy and its potential for illuminating the 
ambiguities of ‗White victim‘ narratives emergent in the UK. Garner‘s 
interviews with White working-class people in several parts of England 
draw attention to intersections between race and class. The Marxist 
analysis offered by Mike Cole addresses the problems he perceives in 
applying CRT to relations of class and race in the UK, again interrogating 
the notion of ‗White supremacy‘. By contrast, Warmington‘s ‗Some of my 
best friends are Marxists‘ argues that there is a greater and more fertile 
overlap between CRT and Marxist theory than is sometimes acknowledged; 
the chapter draws on both contemporary sociocultural theory and the work 
of Zeus Leonardo. 
It can be seen from this brief summary that the papers do not 
slavishly follow a party line. Some papers seek to apply CRT to particular 
topics and illustrate the value of CRT as a perspective. Others, by contrast, 
question particular aspects of CRT, thus continuing the plurivocal 
discourses advocated by critical race theorists. All the papers, however, 
engage in dialogue with CRT and address issues relating to the UK and 
other European societies using a lens first developed in the USA. This lens, 
we suggest, is thought-provoking and illuminating. CRT strives against 
dogma and canons, as well as the complacency that afflicts comfortable 
established social theory. The challenge for CRT in the UK is to establish 
an effective critical mass to explore social issues further, enhance social 
justice and transform negative racialised relations. To this end we hope 
that this volume makes a modest contribution. 
Introduction: Critical race theory in the UK: What is to be learnt? What is 
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Chapter 1 
Once upon a time in the UK: race, class, 
hope and Whiteness in the Academy 
(personal reflections on the birth of 
‘BritCrit’) 
David Gillborn, Institute of Education, London 
 
Critical race theory (CRT) is still in its relative infancy. In 1989, a group of 
US legal scholars (mostly people of colour) held the first workshop on CRT 
at the University of Wisconsin, Madison. After years of meeting on the 
sidelines of major conferences, and facing criticism (sometimes abuse) 
from ‗colleagues‘ who viewed their focus on racism as at best simplistic, at 
worst a threat to genuine equality work (which, they argued, should focus 
on social class), a diverse group of legal scholars came together to press 
forward a new approach on their own terms. Kimberlé Crenshaw recalls 
how the preparations for the workshop led to the naming of the approach: 
Turning this question over, I began to scribble 
down words associated with our objectives, 
identities, and perspectives, drawing arrows and 
boxes around them to capture various aspects of 
who ‗we‘ were and what we were doing … we 
settled on what seemed to be the most telling 
marker for this peculiar subject. We would 
signify the specific political and intellectual 
location of the project through ‗critical‘, the 
substantive focus through ‗race‘, and the desire  
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to develop a coherent account of race and law 
through the term ‗theory‘.  
(Crenshaw 2002: 1360–1) 
Almost exactly 20 years after the Madison workshop, the Institute of 
Education in London hosted Britain‘s first ever national conference on 
CRT in Education, organised by the Sociology, Anthropology, Politics (C-
SAP) group of the Higher Education Academy.
1
 More than 50 people 
attended the two-day event: some were already convinced of CRT‘s 
usefulness and were using it as the foundation for their work; others 
wanted to learn more about the approach, which had been used explicitly 
by British writers for only a handful of years; and a few came to lecture us 
on the errors of CRT, so that we might appreciate what they saw as the real 
root of inequity in social class (as their US counterparts had done two 
decades earlier). 
For me, the conference marked a key turning point in the 
development of CRT in the UK: it was a point where we recognised the 
breadth and depth of work that was already taking place; where it became 
clear that CRT in the UK was a serious and important development that 
would not easily be extinguished; and where we found the confidence to 
declare our own sacred space for mutually empowering and supportive 
critical race work (Rollock 2010) – a space where closed minds and 
attempts to ‗correct‘ our fundamental focus on racism should no longer be 
indulged. 
Perhaps most importantly, the conference signalled that something 
new and highly significant was happening: the first steps in establishing a 
self-consciously distinctive approach that seeks to bring together the best 
 
1 Higher Education Academy: Sociology, Anthropology, Politics (C-SAP) 
conference, Critical Race Theory in the UK: What is to be Learnt? What is to be 
Done?, Institute of Education, London, 25–26 June 2009.
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of CRT in the States alongside critical anti-racist traditions in the UK. In 
his keynote speech, Kevin Hylton offered a name for this approach, 
‗BritCrit‘.  
CRT‘s entry into the British Academy has not been easy. As was the 
case when CRT was born in US legal studies, it is instructive to consider 
the sometimes hostile, sometimes bemused reception that it has received 
in certain quarters. In this chapter, therefore, I offer some personal 
reflections on two separate but interrelated discourses that have become 
prominent as CRT begins to establish itself in Britain. First, I reflect on the 
claim that CRT promotes hopelessness; second, I consider the atmosphere 
at the conference and, in particular, the response to criticisms launched by 
White Marxists. I believe that these issues point to a bright future for CRT 
in the UK if we concentrate on doing CRT – as a radical praxis for race 
equality – and avoid being dragged into a reactive mode where we merely 
debate CRT with each other and with its detractors. 
Once upon a time in the UK 
Juan Miranda: I know what I am talking about 
when I am talking about the revolutions. The 
people who read the books go to the people who 
can‘t read the books, the poor people, and say, 
‗We have to have a change.‘ So, the poor people 
make the change, ah? And then, the people who 
read the books, they all sit around the big 
polished tables, and they talk and talk and talk 
and eat and eat and eat, eh?  
But what has happened to the poor people?  
They’re dead!  
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That‘s your revolution. Shhh ... So, please, don‘t 
tell me about revolutions!  
And what happens afterwards? The same fucking 
thing starts all over again!  
John H Mallory: [exhales] Whew. Hmmm.  
[throws a book he was reading into the mud]
2
 
Italian film director Sergio Leone (1929–1989) is best known for a 
series of Westerns released between the mid-1960s and the early 1970s. 
His last, Giù La Testa (Leone 1971), did not enjoy the popular or critical 
acclaim bestowed on its predecessors, partly because it was badly re-edited 
by a US studio more concerned with cutting its running time than 
maintaining any sort of narrative integrity. The film was released and re-
released with numerous titles; its original title, Once Upon a Time, the 
Revolution, survived only in France: Il était une fois la revolution 
(Frayling 2000: 319). This title echoes one of the film‘s major themes, the 
nature of revolutionary struggle (its contradictions, uncertainties and 
human cost). Against the backdrop of the 1913 Mexican revolution, the 
movie charts the changing relationship between a peasant who believes 
only in family, Juan Miranda (played by Rod Steiger), and on-the-run Irish 
revolutionary John Mallory (James Coburn). The speech (above) is a key 
point in the film, where Miranda challenges Mallory‘s idealism. On its 
release the film caused a good deal of controversy because it was widely 
viewed as attacking the revolutionary zeal of the late 1960s. Certainly the 
film does not view revolution optimistically: Mallory dies; Miranda‘s entire 
family is massacred; and over the final shot (as Juan looks forlornly into 
the camera) we hear the words ‗What about me?‘ The film‘s original edit 
 
2 Internet Movie Database (nd) Memorable Quotes for A Fistful of Dynamite 
(1971): www.imdb.com/title/tt0067140/quotes (accessed 12 December 2010).
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opens with a statement (plain white text against a black background), 
attributed to Mao: 
The revolution 
is not a social dinner, 
a literary event, 
a drawing or an embroidery; 
it cannot be done with 
elegance and courtesy. 
The revolution is an act of violence. 
This text – which offers a different analysis of the film‘s message – 
was cut from the US and British releases (Frayling 2000: 319–20). From 
its very first frame to its last, therefore, Leone‘s film rejects a Romantic 
notion of fast and painless revolution, where a people naturally unify in a 
glorious moment of political revolt that sweeps away a repressive regime. 
It is wrong, however, to view the film as a homage to self-interest and a 
simple rejection of revolutionary action. Raised in Mussolini‘s Italy, Leone 
was no stranger to political murder and corruption, and the film does not 
flinch from graphically depicting the forces of repression in all their 
bloody, mundane, brutal and fascistic gore. One scene begins, for example, 
with the camera panning across a series of pits where hundreds of civilians 
are being executed; meanwhile a train pulls in alongside and people board 
as if nothing unusual is happening. The church and the middle classes are 
depicted as predatory, heartless animals in the opening minutes. Rather 
than rejecting revolution, Leone‘s final Western illustrates the danger, 
uncertainty and violence of such action. The film shows the human cost of 
fighting oppression; revolution is not a glorious enterprise but a bloody 
undertaking where you could lose everything and still not achieve any 
lasting change. 
So what does an Italian Western have to do with CRT in Britain? In 
fact, there are several parallels. CRT challenges a Romantic view of change; 
it views progress as hard won, through political mobilisation and struggle. 
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Even when the oppressor seems to be giving ground, the concepts of 
interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases (Bell 1980, 1985; 
Delgado 1995, 1998) reveal that what appears to be fundamental change is 
often little more than a tactical retreat, as ground is temporarily ceded to 
secure the longer-term survival of White supremacy. Perhaps most 
powerfully, Leone‘s film addresses one of the central misunderstandings 
that surround CRT, i.e. the accusation that it is a philosophy of despair, 
seeing all attempts at change as hopeless. This was a recurring concern at 
the London conference in 2009 and one that I address more fully below. 
Finally, and with self-conscious optimism, I believe that just as Sergio 
Leone (an Italian) brought new approaches and vision to the Western, a 
quintessentially American genre, so there is the promise that as CRT is 
taken up and used in different nation-states, our understandings of the 
processes by which White supremacy is made and remade, and how it can 
be opposed, will be enriched by new insights and ideas. 
Hope and the permanence of racism 
The challenge throughout has been to tell what I 
view as the truth about racism without causing 
despair. 
(Bell 1992: xiii) 
One of the most common criticisms of CRT, from its inception in the 
USA through to its newest incarnations in the UK, is that it views racism as 
so powerful and so deeply entrenched that the perspective effectively 
breeds hopelessness; if racism is as fundamental to society as you say it 
is, the criticism goes, then any attempt to fight it must be condemned to 
failure, so what’s the point? 
This is a familiar concern. I have heard it on numerous occasions 
when I have spoken about CRT but I was surprised at how frequently it was 
voiced at the London conference. When I have encountered this view 
elsewhere it has often been expressed with a confidence and finality that I 
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interpreted as hollow and self-serving – as if it were a convenient supposed 
weakness which could be seized upon and ruthlessly exploited by an 
audience member desperate to convince themselves (and others) of the 
futility of CRT. But the London conference was different. When this issue 
surfaced, it was aired with genuine angst, by scholars who seemed 
convinced of CRT‘s insightfulness but were ultimately unsure of the utility 
of an approach that refused to offer them the promise of a final victory over 
racism. 
Derrick Bell has addressed this issue several times. In the preface to 
the paperback version of one of his classics, he recalls being challenged as 
follows: 
‗Professor Bell, you have achieved much despite 
racial discrimination. How dare you now deny 
our children the hope that they may enjoy a 
success like yours?‘ … I responded that it was the 
society and not me that burdened her children‘s 
hopes and opportunities. I simply chronicled 
what society had done and was likely to do.  
(Bell 1992: ix) 
Far from promoting a sense of hopelessness, CRT insists on the vital 
importance of active resistance against racism. Bell argues that a total 
victory over racism may prove elusive but sees a duty to combat injustice 
(against all oppressed groups) as a central component of what he calls ‗a 
life fulfilled‘ (Bell 1992: xi). The history of racism and education in the UK, 
for example, clearly demonstrates that all meaningful advances in race 
equality have come about as a result of community action (Gillborn 2008; 
Ramdin 1987; Tomlinson 2008). Anti-racist action may never entirely 
remove racism but in the absence of resistance it is certain that racist 
inequity would worsen. As Frederick Douglass observed more than 150 
years ago: ‗If there is no struggle, there is no progress … Power concedes 
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nothing without a demand. It never did, and it never will‘ (quoted in 
Crenshaw 2002: 1372). 
Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic respond to the accusation that 
CRT is a theory of despair by asking, ‗Is medicine pessimistic because it 
focuses on diseases and traumas?‘ (2001: 13). Indeed, Delgado turns the 
accusation on its head and identifies the lie at the heart of liberal 
perspectives which appear optimistic but disguise the true scale and nature 
of contemporary racism: 
Suppose I am sent to an inner city school to talk 
to the kids and serve as role model of the month. 
I am expected to tell the kids that if they study 
hard and stay out of trouble, they can become a 
law professor like me. That, however, is a very 
big lie: a whopper. When I started teaching law 
sixteen years ago, there were about thirty-five 
Hispanic law professors, approximately twenty-
five of which were Chicano. Today, the numbers 
are only slightly improved … Despite this, I am 
expected to tell forty kids in a crowded, inner city 
classroom that if they work hard, they can each 
be among the chosen twenty-five.  
(Delgado 1991: 1228; original emphasis) 
Bell and Delgado make crucial points: if racism really is as deeply 
rooted and extensive as CRT suggests, then what possible benefit is served 
by pretending that it isn‘t?  Surely anti-oppressive action is most likely to 
succeed where it is built on a realistic understanding of racism? Success in 
anti-oppressive education is not a zero/sum game: the continued existence 
of racism in English schools, for example, does not denote the wholesale 
failure of anti-racism. There has been a great deal of successful anti-racist 
action: anti-racism succeeds where racism is interrupted, set back, and 
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greater equity is achieved regardless of whether this occurs at a national 
level, locally or even in a single classroom. 
The entreaty to be more ‗optimistic‘ fundamentally misunderstands 
CRT as an activist approach and seeks to misrepresent the nature of the 
issues that are at stake. In a sense the arguments about whether racism is 
permanent are irrelevant. I have worked in anti-racist education for many 
years and never encountered a serious critical educator who believed they 
would live to see a day when racism did not exist in some form. Whether 
we imagine a racism-free world in 50 years, 100, 1,000 or never really does 
not matter when we are focused on understanding and opposing racism in 
the here and now. 
There is a final point to consider here, which I believe highlights a 
common problem for critical race theorists, namely, that we are held 
accountable to a standard of expectations and a degree of interrogation 
that far exceeds those working with perspectives that are more accepting 
of the racial status quo. For example, when class theorists and feminist 
scholars outline their views on the historic roots and contemporary 
complexities of capitalism and patriarchy, I do not hear them challenged to 
set a date by when we can expect those systems of oppression to fade from 
view. This is not a frivolous observation. Time and again, critical race 
scholars are challenged to live up to a standard that does not exist for 
others. Despite the common view in British social science that class 
inequality is fundamental to the social structure, I cannot recall ever 
hearing someone criticised on the basis that they make it sound as if we 
will never get rid of social class.  
Conceptual colonialism: White people and CRT 
Across all disciplines, white Marxists and their 
supporters have had a history of scrutinizing the 
contradictions of Blacks much more harshly than 
those of non-Blacks ... I don‘t think that our focus 
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should be on merely bridging the emergent rift 
between CRT- and Marxist-oriented critical 
pedagogists by concocting some sort of synthesis. 
I won‘t do this because I believe that this rift 
marks a historic and much needed shift in the 
racialized plate tectonics of critical pedagogy.  
(Allen 2006: 5, 9) 
On both sides of the Atlantic, some of the harshest critics of CRT in 
education have been White scholars on the left who describe their 
conceptual frame as Marxism. Of course, Marxism is a wide-ranging and 
complex school of thought with numerous internal debates and conflicts. 
Several writers have argued that CRT and Marxism have genuine points of 
convergence and could inform each other in quite complex and potentially 
useful ways (Leonardo 2009; Warmington (this volume); Preston 2010; 
Mills 2009). However, not all criticism is constructive regardless of the 
authors‘ intentions.  
The London conference included papers by two prominent British 
Marxists, Mike Cole (see this volume) and Dave Hill. In the present 
chapter I do not intend to rehearse their arguments, nor my responses, all 
of which can easily be accessed elsewhere (Cole 2009a,b,c; Cole and 
Maisuria 2007; Gillborn 2009a, 2010; Hill 2009). Instead I want to 
consider the reaction engendered by their papers at the London conference 
and what it signals about CRT in the UK. 
First, there was emotion. There is a common tendency among White 
people to interpret any element of emotion among minoritised people as a 
sign of weakness and irrationality. I have noted elsewhere, for example, 
that even when faced with eugenicist assertions of genetically based Black 
intellectual inferiority, any sign of emotion on behalf of minoritised 
participants in a radio phone-in is immediately assumed by White callers 
to bar them from having an opinion worthy of consideration (see Gillborn 
2009b: 549–50). By contrast, it is notable that there is an opposite 
reaction if White people become emotional when faced with charges of 
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racism (see Leonardo 2002; Rollock 2010). Emotional reactions by Whites 
during discussions of racism are often read (by other White people) as a 
sign of sincerity; the more angry or upset the White person becomes, the 
more convincing is their display of wounded feelings at an unfair and 
unjustified slur. Witness, for example, George W. Bush‘s indignation at 
Kanye West‘s accusation of racism (in relation to the pathetically slow and 
inadequate official response to Hurricane Katrina): 
Despite leading the US into war and presiding 
over one of the greatest financial disasters in 
history, the worst moment of George W Bush‘s 
presidency was, he said this week, when Kanye 
West called him a racist. ‗It was a disgusting 
moment, pure and simple,‘ Bush said. ‗I didn‘t 
appreciate it then [and] I don‘t appreciate it 
now.‘ … [He] recalled telling his wife it was ‗the 
worst moment‘ of his presidency. ‗It‘s one thing 
to say, ―I don‘t appreciate the way he‘s handled 
his business,‖‘ he said. ‗It‘s another thing to say, 
―This man‘s a racist‖. I resent it, it‘s not true‘.  
(Michaels 2010) 
At the London CRT conference, however, the tables were turned. 
This was a space unlike any I have experienced before at a UK education 
conference: here the majority of participants were engaged in critical race 
research and many (possibly a majority) were people of colour. This was 
not a space where White male professors could expect a quiet, let alone 
deferential, reaction to their argument that CRT was simply wrong to view 
racism as such a central dynamic of inequality in society and that they 
should, instead, recognise the greater explanatory and revolutionary 
appeal of a Marxist class-based analysis. I want to emphasise that several 
conference papers engaged in critical dialogue with CRT and were received 
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with serious and constructive attention: what set the ‗White Marxist‘ (Mills 
2003) papers apart was the fact that their engagement with CRT was so 
superficial.
3
 There was palpable anger at what was experienced as an 
arrogant and patronising intervention that many (including myself) inter-
preted as an attempt to close down CRT and silence race-critical voices.  
More important than the initial reaction, however, was a growing 
sense of our own significance as a community of critical race scholars. 
Nicola Rollock has written powerfully about the pitfalls and struggles 
facing minoritised scholars; she notes the importance of what she terms 
‗sacred spaces‘ where the usual role management strategies and safeguards 
can be suspended temporarily in a space that nurtures and supports. 
Rollock quotes bell hooks as follows: 
Black folks coming from poor, underclass [sic] 
communities, who enter universities or 
privileged community settings unwilling to 
surrender every vestige of who we were before we 
were there, all ‗sign‘ of our class and cultural 
‗difference‘, who are willing to play the role of 
‗exotic Other‘, must create spaces within that 
culture of domination if we are to survive whole, 
our souls intact.   
(hooks 1990: 148) 
The London conference became such a space. The episode 
highlighted the cumulative challenge that CRT represents to Whiteness 
 
3 The published version of Dave Hill‘s paper, for example, speaks of ‗a succession of 
black separatist, ‗blame all whites‘ and (now) Critical Race Theorists …‘ (Hill 2009: 
28).
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and our ability to suspend, albeit temporarily, the usual property rights 
associated with Whiteness (Harris 1993). Put simply, the conference 
became a space where White people had no automatic right of attendance. 
This is not to say that the conference became a space only for minoritised 
scholars – there were plenty of White participants taking a full role – but 
the emphasis was on a shared understanding of race/racism. It seemed to 
me that this raised a specific question about what some colleagues viewed 
as ‗conceptual colonialism‘, i.e. an attempt to assert a largely colour-blind 
view of inequality that silenced the race focus of CRT and substituted a 
central concern with social class. In addition, the episode raised a more 
general question about the role of White colleagues in CRT. 
I have written elsewhere about some of the contradictions and 
responsibilities facing White anti-racists (Gillborn 2008: 197–203). On 
this occasion, it felt right to address the point directly as part of the 
contribution I had been invited to make during the conference‘s closing 
plenary session. Conscious of Bell‘s ‗rules of racial standing‘, which declare 
that minoritised attacks on White status and influence will be read as 
‗special pleading‘ (1992: 111), it seemed useful for me as a White person to 
name the problem explicitly; using the rules of racial standing against 
themselves. Hence, I drew attention to the fact that CRT is not merely a 
conceptual framework in an academic sense; it is a space of resistance; a 
space of seriousness; and a space of colour. The conference had become 
more than a formal gathering of researchers, teachers and activists, it had 
become a unique space in the British Academy where White people had no 
automatic right to be. I argued that at the conference – and indeed within 
CRT – White folk are present on sufferance; they must demonstrate that 
they are serious and they must work with a sense of humility. White people 
do not know everything: indeed, in a society structured by racist 
oppression, there are certain things White people cannot know. The 
continued development and growth of CRT in Britain, as a healthy, radical 
and activist movement, will require constant critical reflection on our aims, 
assumptions and practices. In London, in the summer of 2009, I believe 
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that BritCrit found a voice and self-confidence that will stand it in very 
good stead for the future. 
Concluding thoughts 
In one of the first papers to address the place of CRT in educational 
studies, Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998) considered what might happen to 
the approach in the future. She raised the spectre that CRT might be 
evacuated of its radical content in a field too ‗nice‘ to sustain a fundamental 
concern with fighting systemic racism and deal with the challenges that 
such an approach produces. She also warned against the familiar academic 
trap of engaging in constant debate about the intricacies of theory and 
method, oblivious to the real-world struggles that surround us. It is vital 
that CRT in the UK heeds these warnings. The London conference marked 
a key point in the development of CRT in the UK; the next step is to take 
forward the lessons and keep applying them through critical work that 
addresses the real-world mechanisms through which racism is normalised, 
legitimated and extended. Critical and constructive debate between 
scholars and practitioners, at all levels, can play a vital role in this project 
but we must not be dragged into constant argument and re-articulations as 
we wage futile theory-wars. 
... students of color, their families, and 
communities cannot afford the luxury of CRT 
scholars‘ ruminations any more than they could 
afford those of critical and postmodern theorists, 
where the ideas are laudable but the practice 
leaves much to be desired ... Adopting and 
adapting CRT as a framework for educational 
equity means that we will have to expose racism 
in education and propose radical solutions for 
addressing it. We will have to take bold and 
sometimes unpopular positions ...  
(Ladson-Billings 1998: 64; original emphasis) 
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Chapter 2 
Applying a CRT lens to sport in the UK: 
the case of professional football4 
Daniel Burdsey, University of Brighton  
Introduction 
In his ground-breaking volume on racism and education policy in the UK, 
Gillborn (2008: 1) points out that ‗to date, CRT [critical race theory] has 
remained an almost exclusively American approach but there is no reason 
why the conceptual tools and techniques developed by critical ‗race‘ 
scholars elsewhere cannot be adopted and refined through their 
application in other nation states‘. Having been initiated and developed in 
the USA, where it has been applied to a relatively context-specific set of 
racial formations and phenomena, its resonance elsewhere has, somewhat 
understandably, been questioned. However, Gillborn‘s claim is a valid one, 
endorsed by the hugely important interventions he and others have made 
– primarily in the field of critical education studies – using CRT in the 
British context. A further, powerful verification of his assertion was 
provided by the conference on which this collection is based, Critical Race 
Theory: What is to be Learnt? What is to be Done?, held at the Institute of 
Education, University of London, in June 2009. The large number of 
scholars present at the event – experts and novices, supporters and critics 
– who engaged in two days of discussion, dialogue and (often heated) 
debate demonstrated that, despite the differential racial dynamics that 
characterise American and British society, CRT has a great deal to offer 
 
4 An earlier version of this chapter was presented at Critical Race Theory: What is 
to be Learnt? What is to be Done? at the Institute of Education, University of 
London, in June 2009.
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British ethnic and racial studies. Its potential to play a significant part in 
future theoretical and methodological directions in the field is apparent 
and, as such, ‗BritCrit‘ (Hylton 2009a), it seems, is here to stay. 
Notwithstanding this, while one barrier appears to be have been 
dismantled – that of CRT‘s historical limitation to academics and activists 
on the other side of the Atlantic – another arguably remains in place. One 
of the key tenets of CRT is its transdisciplinary nature, and exponents can 
be found all across the social science spectrum, yet its application still 
remains primarily in the subject areas with which it has traditionally been 
associated: law and education. In this regard, this chapter immediately sits 
a little awkwardly alongside the CRT canon, as it investigates the relatively 
unchartered territory of sport.  
The paper on which this chapter is based was presented at the 
aforementioned conference in a parallel session titled ‗CRT and anti-
racism in sport‘. The uneasy relationship between sport and ‗mainstream‘ 
sociology means that I always approach such an event with a degree of 
trepidation about how ‗sport scholars‘ might be received. However, all 
panellists were excited about the platform we had been given to 
demonstrate the importance of sport research in this area. Ansari (2004: 
209) suggests that: 
sport represents a particularly useful site for 
exploring the changing nature of ‗patterns of 
prejudice‘ in societies around the world. It is an 
arena in which the complex interplay between 
ethnicity, ‗race‘, nation, culture and identity in 
different social environments is most publicly 
articulated. 
Consequently, this chapter argues that sport provides a fruitful site 
of enquiry for an emergent CRT in Britain, and, relatedly, that a CRT lens 
is crucial if we are to fully expose and truly challenge contemporary 
manifestations of racism and White privilege in British sport (Hylton 
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2009b). In making this claim I wish to argue that, while there is not yet a 
well-developed corpus of research around CRT and sport on which to 
contextualise and build future interventions, this actually provides an 
important opportunity. The development of CRT in the UK cannot – 
should not? – be expected to follow the same trajectories as in the USA. 
While the legacy, historical antecedents and raison d’être will of course 
underpin what happens here, CRT is finding its feet at a different time and 
under different social conditions. If claims are to be upheld about the role 
and significance of CRT in the UK, then we must be prepared to try to forge 
new ground, pose new questions and open up new fields of enquiry. 
Developing a CRT approach to sport    
Parker and Lynn (2002: 8) state: 
With roots in African-American, Latino/Latina, 
and Native American social thought, CRT was 
necessarily borne out of a need for people of 
color to begin to move discussions of race and 
racism from the realm of the experiential to the 
realm of the ideological. 
As has been widely documented, CRT has its origins in critical legal 
studies, specifically as an emergent critique of the ethnocentric focus of 
this discipline (Delgado and Stefancic 2001), while its application to 
education is also well known. CRT develops from an appreciation of the 
commonplace, permanent, complex and nuanced nature of racism, and 
recognises the inability of dominant discourses to acknowledge and 
address more than blatant, crude forms of discrimination (Gillborn 2008). 
As such, it endorses the standpoint that: 
Racisms are not unusual or abnormal. To the 
contrary, racist expressions are normal to our 
culture, manifest not only in extreme epithets but 
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in insinuations and suggestions, in reasoning and 
representations, in short, in the microexpressions 
of daily life.  
(Goldberg 1997: 21)  
With CRT‘s radical understanding of the extent and manifestations 
of racism in contemporary society, one might be surprised to hear that 
sport provides further examples for these claims. Yet while blatant and 
crude forms of racism are increasingly being eradicated, and anti-racism 
has made significant advances in sport, racial inequality and 
discrimination remain widespread and entrenched. In sport, just like other 
areas of society, ‗despite laws and policies reportedly intended to provide 
equal opportunity, people of color still face racism at individual, structural, 
and institutional levels‘ (Bergerson 2003: 52–3). A CRT lens is crucial if 
these complex and often subtle manifestations are to be mapped and 
subsequently challenged.   
The most substantive theoretical contributions to the use of CRT in 
studying sport have come from Hylton (2005, 2009b), while important 
empirical studies include Brown et al. (2003), Singer (2005), Glover 
(2007), Massao and Fasting (2010) and Hylton (2010). When Hylton‘s 
(2005) seminal essay in Leisure Studies came to my attention, I felt both 
enlightened and excited. I was previously unfamiliar with CRT but 
immediately realised that it had a close connection to the areas I research 
and teach. However, although the name was new, I recognised its central 
methodological facets, which I had already been applying, albeit not 
explicitly in this guise. In previous projects, I was influenced by 
poststructuralist feminist approaches to social research (for example, the 
case studies included in Hobbs and May‘s (1993) collection), namely the 
use of storytelling, the importance of reflexivity, cognisance of researchers‘ 
responsibilities and power relationships, and an appreciation of how 
knowledge is generated and legitimated (Sampson et al. 2008). Being able 
to position these within a ‗race‘-specific epistemology was thus a welcome 
development, providing a radical way of looking at race in/and sport, and 
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facilitating potential for ‗resistance to the passive reproduction of 
established practices, knowledge and resources that make up the social 
conditions that marginalise ‗race‘ logic and racialised processes as core 
factors in the way we manage and experience our sport and leisure‘ 
(Hylton 2009a: 23).  
My own scholarship to date has focused on British Asian 
communities and sport, primarily their exclusion from professional 
football (Burdsey 2004a,b, 2006a,b, 2007, 2011a). Embedded in this work 
has been a commitment to achieving social justice in the game and an 
attempt to centralise marginalised voices in order to establish a terrain 
where ‗myths, assumptions and received wisdoms can be questioned by 
shifting the grounds of debate or presenting analyses in ways that turn 
dominant assumptions on their head‘ (Gillborn 2008: 31). In this sense, 
personally, CRT represents not only an important tool going forward, but 
also enables a rereading of some earlier analyses in order to draw out some 
of the elisions embedded within that work (Carrington 2008). Accordingly, 
this chapter attempts to use CRT to build upon, and strengthen, these 
previous discussions of racial inequality in football.   
On being … 
At this stage it is important to point out that I am White – a racial identity 
that some have argued is incompatible with a CRT framework. It has been 
suggested that such involvement represents a form of academic 
colonialism that will inevitably be used to promote White scholars‘ 
interests and agendas (Bergerson 2003). Specifically, Bergerson focuses on 
counterstories, one of the primary methodological and epistemological 
tools of CRT. She stresses that White scholars cannot provide 
counterstories about minority ethnic groups because we simply have not 
undergone the experiences that we are trying to document. This was 
certainly a difficult issue which I had to grapple with during the research 
projects described above and it continues to impact on my current 
fieldwork. Like Nebeker (1998: 32), ‗my whiteness has always offered me a 
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racial shield‘ from the sort of discrimination experienced by minority 
ethnic communities, and this remains at the forefront of my social 
experiences: every time I undertake an interview as a researcher, every 
time I teach a class, every time I board an aeroplane, every time I enter a 
football ground.  
However, Bergerson (2003) also points out that while White people 
might not be able to ‗do CRT‘ at the level of the experiential, as social 
scientists we are still able to theorise about ‗race‘ and to observe its wider 
social and institutional effects. As such, I take great inspiration (or is it 
reassurance?) from those who have eruditely demonstrated the role that 
White anti-racists can play in trying to dismantle the structures of White 
privilege and racial oppression, particularly by educating those White 
people whom we might not regard as natural collaborators in this struggle. 
As a White advocate of CRT, I am, as Bell (cited in Bergerson 2003: 58) 
comments, ‗cognizant of and committed to the overthrow of [my] own 
racial privilege‘. Stovall (2006: 251–2), for instance, states: 
Whites [sic] should be included in the focus on 
White privilege in that the responsibility in 
educating other Whites rests heavily with them. 
Their experiential knowledge of the construct 
enables them to unpack the intricate and subtle 
functions of White privilege and its various 
rationales. 
Likewise, Wise (2009: 119) suggests that not only do we have a role 
to play, but we have a responsibility because, although we ‗are not to blame 
for the system we have inherited, the fact is, we have inherited it 
nonetheless, and continue to benefit, consciously or not, from the 
entrenched privileges that are the legacy of that system‘ (see also Wise 
2008a,b, 2010).  
The remainder of the chapter seeks to demonstrate the use of CRT in 
understanding racism in football. Specifically, it addresses the application 
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of some of the central concepts and ideas associated with CRT: namely 
colour-blind ideology, White supremacy, interest convergence and 
contradiction-closing cases. 
Colour-blindness on the sports field: 
professional football and player recruitment   
Rodriquez (2006: 645) states:  
Emerging out of the civil rights movement and 
its backlash, color-blind ideology – the assertion 
of essential sameness between racial and ethnic 
groups despite unequal social locations and 
distinctive histories – is the dominant racial 
ideology in America.  
One of the strengths of CRT is its capacity to challenge the 
discourses and policies that underpin colour-blindness, and to expose it as 
operating to maintain, rather than challenge, the existing racial status quo 
(Nebeker 1998). Most famously, Bonilla-Silva (2006) uses the notion of 
colour-blind racism to explain how, despite the widespread denial of racial 
discrimination, it remains systemic in the practices of contemporary 
American society. The four frames of colour-blind racism are: abstract 
liberalism, naturalisation, cultural racism and minimisation of racism. 
Abstract liberalism refers to the manner in which racial inequality is 
justified on the basis of an individual‘s right to choose. He argues that ‗by 
framing ‗race‘-related issues in the language of liberalism, white people can 
appear ‗reasonable‘ and even ‗moral‘, while opposing almost all practical 
approaches to deal with de facto racial inequality‘ (Bonilla-Silva 2006: 28). 
The second frame describes the way in which racial phenomena are 
explained by the belief that they are natural occurrences, while the third 
addresses the shift towards cultural attributes, rather than biological ones, 
within contemporary racist discourses. The final frame covers the 
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processes by which racism and its effects are downplayed, denied and 
mitigated. Bonilla-Silva does not discuss sport, and the framework has 
received limited attention in the UK to date (Rhodes 2009), but I wish to 
argue that it is particularly pertinent for understanding some of the 
manifestations of racism in contemporary British sport.   
According to Leonard (2004: 287), ‗one of the most powerful 
discursive spaces in which colorblindness is employed and deployed is the 
arena of sports‘. One of the reasons this sphere is so open to the ideology is 
because sport is seen to be unlike many other forms of employment and 
popular culture: success is popularly perceived to be achieved on the basis 
of merit. The old axiom that ‗sport sees no colour‘ and that talent – and 
talent alone – underpins how successful one becomes is a powerful and 
pervasive one. This allows the thorny issues of ‗race‘ and racism to be 
elided in dominant explanations of sporting (under)achievement. As 
Bergerson (2003: 53) points out, ‗because merit is so highly valued it is 
difficult to convince whites that people of color are systematically excluded 
from opportunities to succeed, by individual racism as well as racist 
structures and institutions‘. With specific reference to sport, Long and 
McNamee (2004: 415) argue that ‗there seems to be a presumption that 
self-interest (the success of the team) will override any racism and ensure 
that players from minority ethnic groups gain the opportunities they 
deserve‘, while Brown et al. (2003: 162) point out that ‗the contemporary 
sports arena or ‗playing field‘ is perceived by many to be a sociological 
space where athletes of different races [sic] are freed from the constraints 
of racial conflict and division‘.  
How then does colour-blind ideology manifest itself in relation to 
the processes that underpin the recruitment of young British players into 
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professional football?
5
 In trying to answer this question, I strongly concur 
with Lusted (2009: 724), who argues that:   
shifting attention from the excluded and onto the 
excluders in local sport appears to be a necessary 
and long-overdue project; one that might help 
further to broaden our apparently limited 
understanding of the origins and nature of 
racism in football. 
Accordingly, the testimonies cited below are taken from comments 
made by professional coaches about the talent identification of young 
players: 
We’re after excellence, we’re after elitism, you 
know. By all means in the local sports 
development teams, the football in the 
community teams, where their job is about 
participation, not a problem. But our end is 
elitism and we have to select elite players 
regardless of their colour and their background.  
(Interview with Youth Development Officer at a Premier League club) 
I think that the clubs – especially in terms of 
recruiting young players – aren’t particularly 
 
5 For a discussion of colour-blind blind ideology and amateur football, see Lusted 
(2011). 
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bothered whether or not they’re White, Black or 
whatever. They just want to pick good players.  
(Director of Youth Academy at a Premier League club) 
A club wouldn’t not take a boy because he’s from 
an Asian league. If he’s good enough they’d get 
him in as quick as they could, like they would 
with any boy.  
(Assistant Academy Director at a Premier League club) 
Because we’re an excellence programme we 
scout from schools, local Sunday clubs and 
community programmes. We’re really picking 
the best boys, you know. Whether that’s an Afro-
Caribbean, a White boy, a Chinese boy, an Asian 
boy, it doesn’t really matter to us, we just want 
to get the talent into the club. 
 (Education, Welfare and Technical Advisor at a Premier League club) 
As with colour-blind discourses more generally, a superficial reading 
of such statements suggests an open and equitable process, offering 
opportunities to players of all backgrounds. At face value, this seems a far 
more progressive state of affairs than has existed in the past, where 
football club personnel have reeled out a list of racist stereotypes – both 
biological and cultural – when making public statements as to why some 
communities were not being included in the game.  
However, as Gillborn (2008: 30) points out, ‗it is simply and 
demonstrably the case that these notions, despite their apparent concern 
for equity and justice, currently operate as a mechanism by which 
particular groups are excluded from the mainstream‘. Dominant claims of 
meritocracy, objectivity, neutrality and colour-blindness thus serve merely 
as disguises for the interests of White groups (Tate 1997). With these 
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footballing examples, claims that ethnic or racial background is irrelevant 
and that players are picked purely on ability rarely actually translate into 
practice. Such rhetoric is a long way from making clubs inclusive 
institutions, breaking down barriers and making recruitment a ‗level 
playing field‘. As I have argued in previous work (e.g. Burdsey 2007), the 
main group who are excluded in this way are British Asians. The problem 
lies in the fact that if the selection process is perceived as being, and 
claimed to be, colour-blind, then, in the minds of those involved, the 
inclusion of White (and Black) players rather than British Asian ones can 
only be down to the fact that they are simply more talented. Racism – its 
presence and even its possibility – is completely elided from the analysis in 
a type of thinking that Williams (1997: 4) has succinctly labelled ‗I don‘t 
think about colour, so it does not exist‘ idealism. As Wise (2008b: 21) 
makes clear, ‗if you‘ve told yourself you are not to see race [sic], you‘ll be 
pretty unlikely to notice discrimination based on race, let alone know how 
to respond to it‘. Of course, colour-blind ideology operates from a position 
of power that situates Whiteness as ‗normal‘. Individuals who cannot see 
that their White privilege has been integral to their employment in elite 
football are not, on the whole, going to appreciate how those who do not 
benefit from it are likely to be disadvantaged.  
In professional football, ‗color-blindness works as an ideology by 
obscuring the institutional arrangements reproducing structural 
inequalities and does so in a way that justifies and defends the racial status 
quo‘ (Rodriquez 2006: 645). Despite the frequent claims made by clubs 
and the football authorities regarding their attempts to recruit more British 
Asian players, colour-blind rhetoric simply provides a facade of action 
while actually doing nothing to dismantle the structural factors that 
restrict participation in the professional sphere. The non-engagement with 
the language of ‗race‘ by practitioners ostensibly elides it, but in reality 
reproduces racial inequalities by silencing criticism from minority ethnic 
groups. Put simply, it serves to maintain White hegemony and justify 
unequal patterns of recruitment. This is why I believe that colour-blind 
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ideology in football is, in many respects, as dangerous as the more crude 
forms of engaging with ‗race‘ that preceded and sometimes continue to 
exist alongside it (see Wise 2010). In the past, it was clear that professional 
clubs were doing nothing meaningful to overcome the exclusion of British 
Asian players; at the present time, the deployment of colour-blindness 
gives the impression that opportunities now exist. I would argue that, in 
effect, little has changed.    
This can be linked back to Bonilla-Silva‘s (2006) first and second 
frames of abstract liberalism and naturalisation. Taking naturalisation 
first, racial phenomena and inequalities which cannot be denied are 
explained by the belief that they are natural occurrences. As Rhodes (2009: 
para. 3.6) argues, ‗this is often expressed as a result of the imputed ‗logic‘ 
of the market, or via an assertion that the source of such exclusions lie 
within the marginalized group itself‘. Thus, in terms of recruitment into 
professional football, clubs are able to claim that they simply pick young 
men from the available pool of talent, without acknowledging the reasons 
why this pool has a certain ethnic profile in the first place. Rather than 
acknowledging their contribution to what is fundamentally a colour-coded 
sieve, where, although players of all backgrounds can potentially go into 
the mix at the top, only certain individuals are able to pass through into the 
final product, the football establishment passes the blame onto British 
Asian players – and by implication to their families and communities who 
are seen as either ‗too small‘, ‗too weak‘, ‗too religious‘, ‗too cultural‘, ‗too 
insular‘ or ‗too educationally-minded‘ (Burdsey 2007).  
This state of affairs is further underpinned by the abstract liberalism 
frame. Not only are British Asian players perceived to lack the physical and 
cultural traits necessary to make the grade in professional football, they are 
also seen to be responsible for participating in environments where they 
cannot be spotted by talent scouts. While, in reality, the creation of 
separate playing competitions for minority ethnic groups was a result of 
discrimination in ‗mainstream‘ settings, the logic of colour-blind ideology 
justifies this as a matter of individual choice. Unless talented players 
participate in the ‗mainstream‘ leagues where clubs undertake their 
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searches, they will remain excluded, for extending the search to alternative 
environments will always be rejected as a case of ‗special treatment‘, 
amounting to the illiberal practice of positive discrimination.  
Having outlined how colour-blind ideology manifests itself in 
English professional football, accentuating the exclusion of British Asians 
and reinforcing the racial status quo, one potential anomaly may spring to 
readers‘ minds: if the maintenance of racial inequality is so central to how 
English football operates, why are there currently so many African 
Caribbean players in the professional game. An attempt to explain this is 
provided in the following section.  
White supremacy, interest convergence and 
contradiction-closing cases   
A key concept for CRT scholars – and for others studying ‗race‘ who would 
not  necessarily position their orientation under its umbrella – is the use of 
the term ‗White supremacy‘ rather than racism. Crucially, the CRT 
interpretation of White supremacy is much broader than that usually 
employed in both the American and European contexts, where it has 
traditionally been associated with far-right political groups and the use of 
extreme (often violent) racist language and behaviour. Exemplifying this 
more encompassing usage, Gillborn (2008: 35) states that White 
supremacy refers to ‗the operation of forces that saturate the everyday 
mundane actions and policies that shape the world in the interests of 
White people‘. He discusses how CRT scholars have demonstrated this 
through highlighting how mainstream political parties and institutions 
such as the education system are implicitly involved in sustaining White 
people in positions of power in the capitalist west (Gillborn 2005). While 
there are caveats to this claim (such as calls for intersectionality and the 
inclusion of a class-based as well as a racial analysis; see, for example, 
Mills 2003), CRT theorists believe that all Whites benefit from White 
supremacy:  
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... all White-identified people are implicated in 
these relations but they are not all active in 
identical ways and they do not all draw similar 
benefits – but they do all benefit, whether they 
like it or not.  
(Gillborn 2008: 34; emphasis in original) 
To what extent is White supremacy a useful tool for explaining racial 
inequality in English football, or do broader notions of racism or 
racialisation hold more explanatory power? On one hand, the definition of 
White supremacy proposed by the likes of David Gillborn is an accurate 
characterisation of the inner mechanisms of the professional game. If one 
starts by looking above the playing level into the so-called corridors of 
power, observers will struggle to find any semblance of a minority ethnic 
presence. Despite the increase in Middle Eastern and Asian ownership at 
clubs such as Birmingham City, Manchester City and Portsmouth, football 
remains a White business. Boardrooms are almost exclusively White (and 
male), while the number of current Black and British Asian team managers 
can be counted on one hand. Outside a playing capacity, the employment 
of members of minority ethnic communities is restricted to the most 
menial and low-paid roles, primarily as stadium stewards and catering 
staff in the stands.   
Furthermore, in terms of the recruitment of young players into the 
professional game, as discussed earlier in this article, I would argue that 
‗race‘ is a more salient factor than social class. The latter certainly should 
not be dismissed – and is arguably becoming more influential in these 
processes – but it is peripheral in comparison to its significance in other 
social spheres. Of course, I am not claiming that players only have a chance 
of becoming a professional footballer if they are White or that ‗race‘ and 
ethnicity trump ability in terms of selection. These would be ridiculous 
assertions, overwhelmingly disproved by the evidence, i.e. the participation 
of Black British and overseas players. Yet there are also clearly a number of 
privileges that are accrued from being White, which provide players with a 
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better position from the start: being considered worth scouting in the first 
place; being presumed to have a supportive family background; being seen 
as possessing the right physicality and temperament, and lacking ‗cultural 
baggage‘; being perceived to ‗know the game‘; and, crucially, not having 
been forced to play the game under the threat of abuse and violence.    
In sum, the CRT model of White supremacy offers a persuasive 
explanation for many of the forms of racial inequality in English football. 
Certainly its focus on ‗a central and extensive form of racism that evades 
the simplistic definitions of liberal discourse‘ (Gillborn 2005: 486), and its 
capacity to address the subtleties and complexities that are glossed over 
within the broader concept of racism, provides a crucial analytical tool for 
exposing and challenging colour-blind ideology. Notwithstanding this, it is 
difficult to deny that elements remain that would benefit from an 
appreciation of intersectionality (not simply with class) and maybe better 
lend themselves to the notion of racialisation (Burdsey, 2011b).      
Other CRT concepts that have resonance for the case study of 
football are ‗interest convergence‘ and ‗contradiction-closing cases‘. Bell 
(2004: 69) explains the former as describing a situation where ‗the interest 
of blacks in achieving racial equality will be accommodated only when that 
interest converges with the interests of whites in policy-making decisions‘. 
In particular, I believe that this is a useful concept for explaining two 
stages of ‗advancement‘ made by Black players in the game.  
First, there is the breakthrough of Black British players at the end of 
the 1970s. By way of an exemplar, I wish to use the case of Ron Atkinson, 
who was manager of West Bromwich Albion between 1978 and 1981. 
Despite his relatively successful managerial career, Atkinson is most 
infamous for using the ‗N word‘ when talking about Chelsea‘s Black French 
defender, Marcel Desailly, during a television match commentary in 2004. 
While he believed that he was off-air, the broadcast was still going out live 
to viewers in the Middle East. My point, however, refers more to the 
subsequent reaction than to the incident itself. Atkinson, with a number of 
players he had managed (many of whom were Black), stated that it was 
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purely an aberration and out of character: put simply, he was ‗not a racist‘. 
The significant factor that was recurrently cited in these mitigations was 
that Atkinson had been one of the first managers to regularly pick Black 
players: namely Brendan Batson, Laurie Cunningham and Cyrille Regis. 
However this, and the selection of Black players at other clubs, was not a 
deliberate anti-racist gesture, nor was it designed to promote minority 
ethnic inclusion in the game. These players were picked simply because 
they were all brilliant footballers. The interest of Black communities in 
gaining a foothold in the professional game converged with that of an 
average-performing, White-run football club that took full advantage of 
talented Black footballers.  
Bringing this up to date, I would argue that a similar explanation can 
be used in relation to the influx of African players to the English Premier 
League that has occurred over the past decade. In contrast to widespread 
claims around embracing multiculture and internationalism, the arrival of 
African players has occurred because the continent represents a source of 
exceptional footballing talent, which, just as importantly, can be bought 
comparatively cheaply. These players, like all others, will want to play in 
one of the best leagues in the world, yet the interests of clubs lie in 
recruiting cut-price talent and establishing new markets to sell replica 
shirts and broadcast rights. This logic also helps us to understand why so 
few Black players have made it as managers and coaches in the 
professional game. While clubs literally need Black players, at present they 
do not believe it is in their interests for a Black man to be in a position of 
power, for this represents a potential threat to White dominance. As Bell 
(2004) states, ‗even when the interest convergence results in an effective 
racial remedy, that remedy will be abrogated at the point that policy 
makers fear the remedial policy is threatening the superior societal status 
of whites‘. 
According to Gillborn (2008), contradiction-closing cases occur 
when an inequality becomes so substantial and/or obvious that the 
situation is in danger of becoming untenable. As a result, a decision or 
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appointment is made that is seen to abate this inequality. However, he 
points out that:  
while landmark cases may appear to advance the 
cause of justice, in reality there is often foot-
dragging at every stage. Meanwhile, conservative 
opponents re-double their efforts and overall 
little or nothing changes; except ... the landmark 
case becomes a rhetorical weapon to be used 
against further claims in the future.  
(Gillborn 2008: 33)  
The concept has a degree of applicability in professional football: the 
(short-lived) appointment of Paul Ince as manager of Blackburn Rovers 
and Hope Powell‘s similar role with the England women‘s team have 
provided the ‗proof‘ that deniers of racial inequality employ in their claims 
that the absence of Black managers cannot be down to racism. The 
implication is: ‗Listen Black folk, if they can do it, what‘s stopping you?‘ 
Like the colour-blind discourses discussed earlier in the article, 
responsibility for inequality is shifted away from the excluder to the 
excluded, again reinforcing the racial status quo. I would argue that a 
variation of the contradiction-closing case is also used to justify the 
exclusion of British Asian players from the game. The considerable 
participation levels of African Caribbean players are frequently used to 
claim that consequently racism cannot be the cause of the absence of 
British Asians. This not only ignores the pluralistic nature of contemporary 
racisms whereby the (contingent) inclusion of one minority ethnic group 
can occur alongside the exclusion of another, but it also dismisses the 
differing ways that the two groups have historically been racialised in 
relation to their ability to take part in (contact) sports.  
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Concluding remarks 
To return to the sentiments with which it began, the aim of this chapter has 
been to support emerging claims as to the applicability and importance of 
CRT in the British context. It has argued that sport might provide a fruitful 
avenue of enquiry for an emergent CRT in Britain and, relatedly, that a 
CRT lens is crucial if we are to fully expose and truly challenge 
contemporary manifestations of racism and White privilege in British 
sport. The analysis has shown that the concepts of colour-blindness, 
interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases can all be employed 
in the context of racial inequality in English football and, specifically, that 
they provide an important tool in trying to expose the often complex, 
subtle and nuanced forms of racial exclusion that are frequently left 
unaddressed in less sophisticated and radical approaches to racial 
phenomena. Other questions remain unresolved though, such as the use of 
White supremacy, rather than racism or racialisation, in the context of 
football, and the extent to which White scholars can, indeed should, 
become involved in CRT.   
In relation to my earlier assertion regarding the importance of CRT 
in the UK developing a distinct identity, I believe that there is an 
opportunity for sport to become a key area of application. For such a 
progressive racial politics, sport is just as crucial in these colour-blind, 
neoliberal times as it has been in previous epochs.  
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Chapter 3 
Coping and the African American female 
collegiate athlete 
Akilah R. Carter PhD,6 Texas A&M University  
Billy Hawkins PhD, University of Georgia  
Introduction 
In 1984, Audre Lorde wrote in Sister Outsider: 
Institutionalized rejection of difference is an 
absolute necessity in a profit economy which 
need outsiders as surplus people. As members of 
such an economy, we have all been programmed 
to respond to human differences between us with 
fear and loathing and to handle that difference in 
one of three ways: ignore it, and if that is not 
possible, copy it if we think it is dominant, or 
destroy it if we think it is subordinate.  
(Lorde 1984: 115) 
Lorde‘s (1984) sentiment explicates the Black
7
 woman‘s need to 
redefine difference within her realm of ‗systematized oppression‘. 
Systemised oppression denotes the dichotomous dehumanisation of 
 
6 Correspondence to Akilah R. Carter, PhD, Assistant Professor in Sport 
Management, Department of Health and Kinesiology, Texas A&M University, 4243 
TAMU College Station, TX 77843-4243; arcarter@hlkn.tamu.edu.
 
7 ‗Black‘ refers to a socially constructed category used as a term to unify those 
discriminated against often by the colour of their skin or physiognomy (Blackness); 
specifically, persons of African descent (Davis 1991; Smith, 2000). 
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opposition (e.g. dominant/subordinate, Black/White, man/woman) 
created to make a group of people feel inferior. For the Black woman, the 
‗objectified other‘, these oppositions intersect causing her to experience 
multiple oppressions (see Hill Collins 1986, 2000; Giddings 1984; King 
2007). The purpose of this chapter is to understand the institutional 
factors which shape African American female college athletes and the 
coping styles and strategies adopted within the context of the 
predominantly White institution of higher education (PWIHE). 
Understanding their coping styles and strategies within the institutional 
context could speak to their overall development. Employing critical race 
theory (CRT) and Black feminist thought, this qualitative study explores 
the transformative dynamic and empowerment through the use of 
narrative interviews. Furthermore, CRT and Black feminist thought were 
employed to capture the intersectionality of the African American female 
collegiate athlete, thus recognising that race, gender, sexual orientation, 
and athletic status are at the fore of their experiences. 
The notion of multiple oppressions, or multiple jeopardies, is not 
new. Anna Julia Cooper, educator, and Mary Church Terrell, the first 
president of the National Association of Colored Women, asserted that 
Black women‘s race and gender subjected them to experience double 
jeopardy (Giddings 1984; King 2007). King (2007) and Brewer (1993) 
endorse the notion of double jeopardy, but contend that Black women 
experience more than the oppressive realities of race and gender; and as 
such the intersection of race and class creates a multiplicative oppression 
to include socioeconomic status, or class. Therefore oppressive 
intersectionalities cannot be understood if separated from one another. 
However, race and racism are at the fore of the intersecting oppressions, as 
Higganbotham (1992: 253) states: 
Race must be seen as the social construction 
predicated upon the recognition of difference 
and signifying simultaneous distinguishing and 
positioning of groups vis-à-vis one another. More 
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than this, race is a highly contested 
representation of relations of power between 
social categories by which individuals are 
identified and identify themselves.  
Thus, for the Black woman, race and racism are endemic across 
time, throughout institutions and within their daily lives (Lorde 1984; St. 
Jean and Feagin 1998).  
As in the UK, racism in the United States is commonplace. Lorde 
(1984) defines racism as ‗the belief in the inherent superiority of one race 
over all others and thereby the right to dominance‘ (p. 45). Davis (1991) 
defines racism as ‗any systematic discrimination against a group, 
irrespective of the beliefs used to justify the behavior‘ (p. 23). While Feagin 
(2006) further explicates racism in the USA as systemic racism. Systemic 
racism embodies more than mere racist ideology as it includes ‗racist 
ideology, attitudes, emotions, habits, actions, and institutions of whites in 
this society‘ (Feagin 2006: 2). He views racism as a social construct to 
justify oppressive behaviour which permeates institutions through use of 
discriminatory ‗stereotypes, ideas, images, emotions, proclivities, and 
practices‘ (Feagin 2006: 8). Underscoring the definition and significance of 
racism is important because, in sport, racial ideologies and racism have 
permeated the fields, courts, tracks and arenas. 
In the cultural spaces of sport and sport management, racism and 
racial discrimination have exhibited a profound impact on African 
Americans
8
 (Edwards 1969; Harris 1998; Sage 1998). Sage (1998) explains 
how racial discrimination has played a significant role in the African 
American sporting experience for over 400 years, based on: (1) the 
populous, (2) the peculiar institution of slavery and (3) the legislative acts 
 
8 ‗African American‘ refers to an ethnic group of individuals who share a historical 
and cultural past rooted in Africa and America (Davis 1991; Smith 2000).
 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 64 
passed to account for a long history of social inequality. More specifically, 
social inequality based on race in sport has impacted on African American 
men and women at all levels of sport participation (i.e. interscholastic, 
intercollegiate, professional) and in positions of management (i.e. general 
managers, athletic directors, editors) and leadership (e.g. head collegiate 
football coach, National Football League (NFL) quarterbacks) (Lapchick 
2009; Sage 1998). While these racialised challenges persist in the 
millennium, gender and class constructs continue to intersect and overlap 
within sport, especially within intercollegiate sport and education. 
The intersectionality of race, gender, class and sport culminated in 
institutions of higher education, for the legislative acts of the 1960s and 
1970s mandated a shift in policies and practices for these institutions. In 
PWIHEs in particular, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX in 1972 
permitted Black students and women respectively access to education and 
participation in intercollegiate sport. For African American women, 
marginalised by their racial and gender status, their sporting experiences 
were often invisible and overshadowed by those of Black men and White 
women (Bruening 2005; Smith 2000). Bruening (2005) encapsulates the 
manifestation of the Black female sporting experiences as silenced, 
stereotyped, with a dearth of historic representation for their astounding 
accomplishments. Smith states: ‗[T]o tell the history of sportswomen is to 
tell of interconnections between racism (White supremacy) and gender 
(male superiority) in American society and within the African American 
community‘ (Smith 2000: 175). It is these intersections and subsequent 
experiences that create a noteworthy dynamic between the mind, body, 
soul and efforts to come to terms with those experiences. The purpose of 
this chapter is to understand the institutional factors that shape African 
American female college athletes and the coping styles and strategies 
adopted within the context of the PWIHE. 
Defining coping 
The intersecting oppressions and subordinate status of Black woman in the 
USA have created an invisible culture silenced within many social contexts 
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(Beale 1970; Hill Collins 2000; St. Jean and Feagin 1998), and it is these 
silent experiences which also exist in the sporting context (Bruening 2005; 
Smith 2000). Understanding how African American women cope with the 
intersections of race, gender and class in the sporting context is therefore 
essential to their athletic, personal and social development. 
Coping has been described as behaviours in response to a stressful 
event (Folkman and Lazarus 1988; Gaudreau and Blondin 2002; Lazarus 
and Folkman 1984; Lazarus and Launier 1978). Lazarus and Folkman 
(1984) define coping as a ‗person‘s constantly changing cognitive and 
behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 
that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the person‘s resources‘. Based on 
the person‘s appraisal of a situation, a coping response, avoidance or 
escape, will follow, with either anger or confrontation (Folkman and 
Lazarus 1988). More specifically, Folkman and Lazarus (1988) describe 
coping as ‗cognitive processes, such as denial, repression, suppression, and 
intellectualization, as well as problem-solving behaviors, that are invoked 
to reduce or manage anxiety and other distressing emotion states‘ (p. 466). 
Ultimately, these descriptors characterise coping as a multivariate 
individualised response dependent on a person‘s moderating factors (e.g. 
race, gender, social conditions, personality traits) and mediating factors 
(e.g. event, situation) (Folkman and Lazarus 1988; Lazarus and Folkman 
1984) 
In the context of sport, how people cope is of interest. Scholars 
explicate determining how an athlete‘s coping (i.e. styles, strategies) is 
important in understanding how he or she handles challenges on and off 
the field (Anshel et al. 2009; Richards 2004). These coping styles, or an 
athlete‘s ‗disposition to use certain types of coping strategies during a 
competitive sporting event‘ (Anshel et al. 2009: 160), and coping 
strategies, or the ‗situational use of a technique to reduce external 
demands or improve internal resources in dealing with an unpleasant 
event‘ (Anshel et al. 2009: 160), are important to understand and to ensure 
positive outcomes, such as their athletic performances. 
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There are a number of empirical studies which explore coping styles 
and strategies, or typologies (see Parker and Endler 1992; Zeidner and 
Endler 1996). For example, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) discuss three 
dimensions of coping – task-oriented coping (TOC), emotion-oriented 
coping (EOC) and avoidance-oriented coping – while other scholars 
present approach-behavioural coping, avoidance-behavioural coping and 
avoidance-cognitive coping (Anshel 2001; Anshel et al. 2009; Krohne, 
1993). Similar to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), the latter coping typology 
suggests that athletes approach (e.g. vigilant, active, engage) or avoid (e.g. 
non-vigilant, passive, repress) situations based on their perception of the 
stressor or event. Based on the definition of coping and the various styles 
and strategies, how do an individual‘s race and gender, or moderators, 
impact on their choice of coping?  
In their 2009 study, Anshel et al. suggest that the intersection of 
athletic participation, racial identification and gender status impact on an 
individual‘s coping style and/or strategy. Employing an approach 
avoidance coping style framework, Anshel et al. (2009) measured 332 
collegiate students who participated in high school athletics and/or a 
collegiate athletic team and determined the differences in the relationship 
between perceived stress event, coping response, gender and racial 
identification (e.g. African American, Caucasian, Hispanic) in the sporting 
context. The researchers found racial differences to be a source of stress, 
with African Americans experiencing lower stress in areas of athletic-
related performance and coach-related demands. African American 
students used an avoidance coping style and religion (e.g. prayer) as the 
coping strategy. The researchers found gender differences only in the area 
of the coach-related demands. Viewing the coach as an authority figure and 
a threat, female athletes were more dependent on communication, social 
support and an emotion coping strategy. Hence, Anshel et al. (2009) state, 
‗[A]cknowledging the unique needs and coping tendencies of the athletes 
as functions of their gender and race improves the predictability of the 
athlete‘s coping responses‘ (p. 174). Thus, for the African American female 
collegiate athlete, ‗the objectified other‘, identifying ways to resolve racist 
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acts and discrimination, gendered and athletic experiences, internal and 
external stereotypes, societal expectations and personal goals creates a 
context in which understanding coping styles and coping strategies are a 
necessity. 
Coping and African American women  
The concept of coping is an ongoing exploration to understand how coping 
is used, from individual life concerns to athletic endeavours. However, in 
the Black community, coping explorations include issues of racial 
discrimination (see Utsey et al. 2000), stress and mental health (see 
Neighbors et al. 1983), personal wellbeing (see Ellison and Taylor 1996) 
and navigating the academic context (see Canagarajah 1997). These 
research investigations present ways in which the intersections of race, 
ethnicity, class and culture predispose Blacks to specific coping styles and 
coping strategies.  
Utsey et al. (2000) explored the impact of racism and racial 
discrimination on 214 African Americans. Implementing a quantitative 
index, the authors set out to understand the relationship between coping 
strategies, race-related stress, life satisfaction and self-esteem. Based on 
the results, the authors found that participants employed the avoidance 
coping style when attending to racism and a problem-solving coping 
strategy through the use of social support. More specifically, African 
American women preferred the use of social support more than men.  
In 1983, Neighbors et al. reviewed the National Survey of Black 
American (NSBA) data to determine rates of psychological distress, the 
types of stressors and the coping strategies which Blacks use to manage 
life‘s stressors (e.g. physical and mental health, community conditions, 
employment, family relationships, identity). The most pronounced coping 
strategy was prayer and religion; this strategy was utilised most by low-
income individuals, elderly people and women. The data revealed that 
individuals preferred informal helpers or an informal network over 
professional help when managing a stressor. However, for individuals who 
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chose professional help, ministers, hospital emergency rooms and primary 
care physicians were the most sought out.  
Noting the role of prayer and religion, Ellison and Taylor (1996) 
utilised the NSBA data to examine the adoption of religion as a coping 
strategy based on four factors: (1) religiosity, (2) problem domain, (3) 
social location, and (4) social and psychological resources. The authors 
found: (1) African Americans adopted religion and/or prayer when 
enduring serious personal problems; (2) an individual‘s dimension of 
religiosity (i.e. non-organisational, organisational, subjective) is not a 
direct indicator for the use of prayer; (3) prayer and religion are used more 
by individuals who are grieving or experiencing health-related concerns; 
(4) prayer and religion are used more by individuals who are developing 
their identity or have limited control over their personal life; and finally (5) 
women are more likely to adopt religion and prayer compared to men. 
These studies spoke to the various coping styles and strategies adopted by 
the Black community and by Black women. Understanding the cultural 
patterns of coping is significant when navigating intersections and context 
outside the race, gender, class dynamic.  
In Shifting: The Double Lives of Black Women in America, Jones 
and Shorter-Gooden (2003) consider the intersections of Black women as 
they capture the experiences and voices of 333 Black women across the 
USA. Their qualitative exploration identified six ‗shifting strategies‘ used 
by Black women to cope with racism and discrimination: (1) battling the 
myths, or modifying their behaviour in an effort to negate stereotype; (2) 
scanning, surveying and scrutinising the environment, or constant 
examination of their perceived image; (3) walling off the impact of 
discrimination, or denying the impact of racism and sexism in their daily 
lives; (4) seeking spiritual and emotional support through churches, 
religious communities, friends and family members, or utilising a higher 
power and social support; (5) retreating to the Black community and 
abiding by the home codes, or withdrawing to Black cultural norms for 
solace; and (6) fighting back, challenging the efforts of racism and sexism. 
These strategies are reflective of Black women and their racial, gender, 
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class and cultural traditions. It is these multiple intersections which make 
the experiences of Black women unique and demand the development of a 
collective standpoint (Hill Collins 2000).  
Theorising the experiences of African American 
women 
The collective standpoints of African American women articulate how the 
experiences of African American women are distinct and different from 
those of African American men and White women (Bruening 2005; Hill 
Collins 2000; Howard-Hamilton 2003). Howard-Hamilton (2003) 
explicates African American women‘s continuing battle with stereotypes 
and social inequities in the context of the PWIHE. Their ever growing 
presence and visibility in institutions of higher education (National Center 
for Educational Statistics 2010) leave them susceptible to challenges in 
their educational pursuits (Howard-Hamilton 2003; Hull et al. 1982). 
Based on the challenges delineated within the educational institution (see 
Hull et al. 1982), Howard-Hamilton (2003) endorses the utilisation of two 
theoretical frameworks, Black feminist thought and CRT, to explicate the 
personal, social and cultural context for the African American female 
student. 
 Black feminist thought was conceptualised by Patricia Hill Collins 
(1986, 2000) to address the intersecting identities (e.g. race, gender, class, 
sexual orientation) experienced by African American women in the USA. 
The foundation of this theoretical framework envisions a standpoint which 
promotes a counternarrative, and emancipates and empowers African 
American women through voice. More pointedly, this framework unveils 
how the multiple identities and experiences of African American women 
challenge dominant culture and validate their being. It is through this 
validation that Hill Collins (1986, 2000) forged three themes to elicit 
African American female empowerment, which include: (1) the meaning of 
self-definition and self-valuation; (2) the interlocking nature of 
oppression; and (3) the importance of the Black women‘s culture. Through 
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these themes, the African American female perspective is situated as her 
very own. 
 As with CRT, few studies have been conducted which employ Black 
feminist thought to examine the experiences of African American women 
in the field of sport and sport management (see Bruening et al. 2005; 
Carter 2008; Carter and Hart 2010). However, these studies have 
contributed to exhibiting how Black feminist thought empowers African 
American female collegiate athletes. Bruening et al.‘s (2005) use of the 
theory exposed how African American female collegiate athletes were being 
silenced by a variety of entities – from the media to coaches, 
administrators and other collegiate athletes. Carter (2008) found that 
African American female athletes‘ identities were impacted in the context 
of the PWIHE, and Carter and Hart (2010) explored Black female 
collegiate athletes‘ perceptions of mentors and discovered that their 
mentors were familial (e.g. mother, father, sibling) rather than traditional 
(e.g. teacher). The mentors were chosen largely based  on the lack of 
individuals of like race, culture and gender within the PWIHE context. 
Each of these studies acknowledged the significance of intersecting 
identities, but more important these studies gave the young women an 
opportunity to have a ‗voice‘. 
CRT and the Black feminist voice 
Coupling Black feminist thought with CRT provides a framework in which 
African American female students can become empowered and 
emancipated through CRT‘s tenets of social justice. It is the notion of social 
justice which motivated a group of legal scholars to conceptualise CRT and 
build on the mission of the 1960s social movement. More specifically, these 
scholars felt that the historical rhetoric and racial subjugation experienced 
by people of colour was relevant, endemic and a necessary element to 
address racism in the context of education and within educational 
institutions (Bell 1988; Delgado and Stefancic 2001; Ladson-Billings and 
Tate 1995; Tate 1997). Thus CRT focuses on centring on race and racism 
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and placing these at the fore of the experiences of Black people within the 
context of education.  
 CRT, like Black feminist thought, uses voice and narrative to 
challenge dominant culture, and thus the dominant discourse, through the 
use of five tenets. While there are no distinct tenets which embody this 
theory, Yosso (2005) articulates the essence of these tenets as follows: (1) 
the intercentricity of race and racism with other forms of subordination; 
(2) the challenge to dominant ideology; (3) the commitment to social 
justice; (4) the centrality of experiential knowledge; and (5) the 
transdiciplinary perspective. As with Black feminist thought, in the field of 
sport and sport management there is a dearth of research (Donnor 2005; 
Carter 2008; Carter and Hart 2010; Singer 2005a). However, Singer 
(2005b) maintains that CRT is a viable framework in the field of sport and 
sport management for it provides an alternative rationale to address the 
‗issues and problems within sport and sport organizations‘ (p. 471). Singer 
(2005b) explains that epistemological racism or the dominant culture‘s 
way of knowing has not challenged hegemonic thinking continually, and 
this lack, as Ladson-Billings (2000) asserts, ‗keep[s] injustice and 
inequality in place‘ (p. 271). Studies that have employed CRT in sport and 
sport management have therefore proven beneficial in capturing African 
American male and female athletes‘ experiences at PWIHEs through 
exposing race and racism (Donnor 2005; Singer 2005a), challenging 
dominant ideology (Carter and Hart 2010) and presenting the centrality of 
experiential knowledge (Carter 2008; Carter and Hart 2010).  
CRT methodology  
Understanding the experiences of African American women through 
theories which embrace their cultural, personal and social context is ideal. 
Howard-Hamilton (2003) states: ‗[T]he development and socialization of 
African American women have been moulded and understood within the 
framework of perceptions and agendas of members of the dominant 
society‘ (p. 20). Employing CRT and Black feminist thought to elicit 
African American female collegiate athletes‘ social realities may prove 
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helpful to recognise the factors and individuals that impact on their lives in 
a PWIHE.  
 The use of critical methodologies warrants utilising ‗voice‘ to 
challenge the dominant hegemony (Bernal 2002; Hill Collins 1986, 2000; 
Solórzano and Yosso 2002). Each methodology allows the 
intersectionalities of race, gender, class and sexuality to coalesce in an 
effort to disseminate wisdom, cultural practices and educational 
experiences within the context of legislation (Ladson-Billings and Tate 
1995; Parker and Lynn 2002). For example, CRT methodology 
incorporates counter-storytelling, or narratives, to understand 
marginalised experiences (Delgado 1989, 1993). Parker and Lynn (2002) 
state: ‗CRT narratives and storytelling provide readers with a challenging 
account of preconceived notions of race, and the stories are sometimes 
integral to developing cases that consist of legal narratives of racial 
discrimination‘ (p. 11). Accordingly, accounts of discriminatory experiences 
are important in eradicating racist acts and challenging the social construct 
of race and racism.  
Thus, CRT has three main goals: (a) to present storytelling and 
narratives as valid approaches through which to examine race and racism 
in the law and in society; (b) to argue for the eradication of racial 
subjugation while simultaneously recognising that race is a social 
construct; and (c) to draw important relationships between race and other 
axes of domination. Therein lies Black feminist thought, as the framework 
provides an opportunity to present the ‗various dynamics that shape 
sexuality, race, and gender interactions‘ (Few et al. 2003: 207). Voice, 
therefore, becomes a powerful tool to resist against the conscious and 
unconscious racism which maintains the social construction of race. In 
addition, Few et al. (2003) endorse the use of ‗nontraditional information 
sources‘ (e.g. personal journals, oral music, clothing) to assist in 
recognising the value of the marginalised populations.  
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Methods 
Participants 
The participants were part of a larger study examining African American 
female experiences at a predominantly White university in the south-east 
United States. The participants self-identified as African American females 
(n=12) and were purposefully selected based on their varsity sport 
affiliation representation that included basketball (n=2), gymnastics (n=1), 
softball (n=1), tennis (n=1), track and field (n=6) and volleyball (n=1). The 
athletic classification included first year (n=3), second year (n=4), third 
year (n=3), fourth year (n=1) and fifth year (n=1). The athletic scholarship 
status included full ride (n=9) and walk-on (n=3). The academic majors 
included accounting (n=1), advertising (n=1), applied biotechnology (n=1), 
biology (n=1), broadcast news (n=1), child and family development (n=1), 
consumer economics (n=1), health promotions and behaviour (n=1), 
journalism (n=1), sports studies (n=2) and sociology (n=1). The 
participants range from 18 to 22 years of age, with 18 years of age as the 
mean (SD=1.42). 
Procedure 
The request for qualitative interviews was indicated to all participants who 
self-identified as Black female student-athletes (n=49). However, due to 
the theoretical frameworks employed, only African American female 
student athletes (n=38) were considered for purposeful selection, resulting 
in 12 (or 32%) participants for the study. A cover letter and consent form 
were attached to the demographic questionnaire, describing the study and 
details for their participation. The principle investigator‘s contact 
information was listed should the participants have questions or concerns.  
Interview guide  
The instrument used to collect the data was one 30-minute demographic 
questionnaire and a one-hour audiotaped interview. The demographic 
questionnaire consisted of athletic information (e.g. athletic team 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 74 
membership, athletic classification, scholarship), university perceptions 
(e.g. racial and gender discrimination) and personal information (e.g. 
home town, ethnicity, parent/guardian‘s socioeconomic status). The 
narrative interview consisted of five sections to understand the Black 
female athlete experiences, and how race, gender and athletic participation 
intersected within the PWIHE. For the purpose of this study, the 
researchers focused on one section regarding the women‘s sport 
participation at the university and the coping styles and strategies adopted. 
The questions were as follows: 
 How is sport shaping you now? 
 What is your daily life like on campus?  
 Describe the kinds of personal attributes that contribute to your 
experiences. 
 How do you cope with the new environment?  
Based on their responses, the women were asked to acknowledge 
persons and/or things that assisted with their coping: for example, ‗Is 
there anyone or anything that helps you with the environment at this 
university?‘ 
Data analysis 
The interviews were transcribed verbatim. The data analysis of the 
interview data followed the guidelines for inductive–deductive content 
analysis as conveyed by Strauss (1987). The inductive analysis allowed the 
researchers to immerse in the 12 transcripts to determine the relevant and 
meaningful themes. Deductive analysis allowed the researchers to 
determine the categorical areas based on the theoretical frameworks. 
Inductive and deductive content analyses were used in tandem to ground 
the participant voices and experiences in the previously established 
theoretical frameworks (Denzin 1978; Glaser and Strauss 1967).   
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Discussion 
The data revealed individual perspectives for the 12 African American 
female collegiate athletes regarding the role of sport and the coping styles 
and strategies adopted to navigate the PWIHE environment. The findings 
revealed views on sport and sport participation in a Division I (DI) context 
and the ways in which the women coped with their realities as African 
American female collegiate athletes. 
Employing CRT and Black feminist thought as a conceptual 
framework provided a critical analysis of DI athletic participation and 
experiences as African American female collegiate athletes in a PWIHE. 
CRT utilises five tenets to explicate the experiences of marginalised groups 
(e.g. women) and people of colour (e.g. African American) (Ladson-Billings 
and Tate 1995; Yosso 2005). For this study, the institutional commitment 
to social justice was utilised to understand the perspective of these 
student-athletes.  
The commitment to social justice offers an opportunity to address 
racism, sexism and classism, providing an opportunity to understand how 
civil rights agendas have been in the interests of dominant culture, and 
works towards eliminating injustices and empowering marginalised 
populations (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal 2001; Yosso 2005). The 
African American female collegiate athletes‘ responses to the impact of 
sport participation in college captured their experiences in the DI PWIHE. 
The women presented themes of (a) structure and time constraints, (b) 
helping to make life easier, and (c) stressful. For example, the first theme 
presented structure and time constraints: 
I think it gives me structure. It gives me balance.  
It’s actually consuming all of my time … Yeah, I 
can’t really just go home. I only live an hour 
away … So you have to study basketball and 
study school.  
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... tennis has helped me, ah, stay focused. Ah, it’s 
helped me learn, like, how to plan things … to be 
on time for things … the scheduling. You have to 
do, like, sports and then you have to make sure, 
like, you do your homework … You have to, like, 
you know, have a certain GPA [grade point 
average] and do well in your classes. 
While the African American female athletes spoke of structure and 
time constraints, in the second theme the women spoke equally about how 
sport was helpful and making life easier. For example: 
I think it makes everything else about life so 
much easier as hard as it is up in an athletic 
setting, and all the expectations and all the 
things you are expected to do and do well … 
that’s life of regular students they don’t have 
practice, and you know all that type of study 
hall and weightlifting and all that. 
It helps me even more, kind of, identify with 
other people. And actually I have, like, a label, 
as an athlete [laughing]. Okay … it, kind of, 
gives me something to, you know, call myself at 
this school, in particular. 
The third and final theme expressed the women‘s descriptions 
pertaining to their collegiate sport participation in which they 
characterised their experiences as stressful. For example, one of the 
women said:  
I don’t know, sport, playing basketball can be 
stressful everyday … It’s the demand with the 
coach and I think certain pressure from the fans 
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around you or what people expect you to do, 
and you like. I just want to go play … You have 
to be good on and off the court. It’s a lot of 
pressure. 
Thus sport was shaping these women in positive (see Astin, 1993) 
and negative (see Adler and Adler 1985) ways, with time constraints and 
structural demands at the fore of their experiences. Based on these 
responses, the researchers enquired about the specific details of their days 
in DI athletics.  
The second question provided insight about the Black female 
athletes‘ daily life on campus. The women provided detailed descriptions of 
a typical day on campus, whether in track and field, volleyball, basketball, 
gymnastics or tennis. Each presented a highly structured existence with 
time constraints, as indicated in the first question, delineated through their 
narrative. There were several commonalities which consisted of early 
mornings (e.g. 6am), attending classes for three to four hours, and 
obtaining a quick lunch or choosing to take a brief nap before attending 
practice for three to four hours. Within the three- to four-hour practice 
window, the women described sport-specific training sessions and a 
separate strength and conditioning training session. The training sessions 
were followed by dinner and voluntary or mandatory study hall (depending 
on the women's grade point average) to complete homework or group 
projects or to read for the next class session. The women stated that their 
days ended at 12pm after an evening of studying, and one of the women 
plainly stated: ‗And then get up and do it all over again.‘ The extensive 
details provided by the women are arduous and are paralleled across each 
of the respective sports teams.  
In conjunction with the social justice tenet of CRT, the questions 
pertaining to the African American student-athletes‘ coping styles and 
strategies fell within the theoretical framework of Black feminist thought. 
Black feminist thought is defined by three themes to impart social justice 
as well as to provide an opportunity to empower Black women (Hill Collins 
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1986, 2000). For this study, the third theme, which conveys the 
importance of the Black woman‘s culture, was used to discern how the 
women coped in the PWIHE and through their development as DI 
collegiate athletes. This theme encourages Black women‘s ability to 
redefine and express their social realities based on their racial and gender 
experiences (Hill Collins 1986, 2000). Therefore, the Black woman‘s 
experiences are uniquely hers, separate from the known experiences of 
Black men and White women, and these experiences can manifest in a 
multitude of mediums such as literature, poetry, music, movies and dance. 
The findings revealed the styles, strategies and individuals which the 
African American female athlete adopted to cope in the PWIHE DI context. 
The African American female collegiate athletes conveyed a number 
of themes with respect to the personal attributes that contributed to their 
current experiences as collegiate athletes in the PWIHE. However, the 
most relevant theme was modelling family behaviours, specifically from 
their mothers. For example, the women stated: 
I think [the] main impact has been my mom. 
Like my mom is, like … back home, like, we’re 
kinda, like, low income. So, um, my mom has 
taught me how to, like, pretty much save … And 
so, ah, I’ve learned that you just have to make 
sure you have things just in case something bad 
happens … 
Oh, basically I think it just comes from my mom. 
Because she’s a single parent, that raised two 
kids, and I think she did, like, a wonderful job of 
raising my sister. Like, she, like, stopped at 
nothing. She went to Grambling, got a degree in 
marketing, and works at a really nice 
marketing place. And [she] provides so much for 
me and my sister, and my nephew … So I feel 
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like … I can work and go to school, and do so 
much like she does so much, you know … Being 
strong never giving up … keep, like, working 
towards it. 
I think that probably, like, watching my mom. 
My mom’s a physical therapist and, um, she’s 
probably the hardest worker I know in my life. 
Because I’ve never met anyone who works 
harder than my mother, and I'm not even being 
biased. Like, even if I wasn’t her daughter, I 
would say that. And, um, like, just watching her 
go through that, I mean, her day starts at 
7[am]. She goes all day until like 7[pm] seeing 
patients … And, like, to see someone that strong 
in my life and to know that, you know, she can 
go through pretty much anything, you know … 
Each of these women presented a range of examples describing the 
role their mothers played in their lives, but more importantly the way in 
which their mothers served as living examples of what it means to be a 
Black woman. Hill Collins (2000) discusses the relationships between 
African American mothers and their daughters, and conveys the raw 
nature of the manifestation of the overlapping oppressions. She states: 
Black daughters learn to expect to work, to strive 
for an education so they can support themselves, 
and to anticipate carrying heavy responsibilities 
in their families and communities because these 
skills are essential to their own survival and 
those for whom they will eventually be 
responsible.  
(Hill Collins 2000: 183) 
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Therefore the African American female athletes voiced, consciously 
or unconsciously, their expectations for managing challenges within the 
PWIHE athletic programme. However, Hill Collins (2000) cautions the 
physical example mothers have shown by pushing through these 
challenges without dealing with the emotional aspects (e.g. stress, anger, 
frustration, disappointment) which come with the ‗physical survival‘.   
 The mother–daughter relationship is noteworthy, for the 
daughter‘s ability to re-enact these behaviours is positive and negative. The 
re-enactment, more poignantly known as social reproduction, brings forth 
the implications of socially constructed behaviours (Bourdieu 1973; Laslett 
and Brenner 1989; Willis 1981). Providing a gendered perspective, Laslett 
and Brenner (1989) explicate social reproduction as ‗activities and 
attitudes, behaviors and emotions, responsibilities and relationships 
directly involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis, and 
intergenerationally‘ (p. 382). Social reproduction entails the biological, 
social and historical characteristics which are passed on to the next 
generation. Thus Hill Collins‘ (2000) third theme resonates when 
examining the ways in which the African American female collegiate 
athletes chose to navigate and cope with the realities of their experiences 
within the PWIHE.  
The notion of social reproduction and connection to the Black 
female collective became apparent when the Black female collegiate 
athletes described their styles and strategies to cope. While the coping 
styles were not transparent, the coping strategies described were clear. 
Based on the narratives, the women conveyed four coping strategies: 
talking, prayer and religion, awareness of context, and personal 
consciousness. Each of the themes was equally articulated. For example, 
‗Well, I like to talk to my friends about any problems that I‘m having … I 
just talk to my friends about it (with) other African American people. It 
helps.‘ Another Black female collegiate athlete stated:  
I called [my mom] ... She asked me how practice 
is, ’cause she knows its difficult for me right 
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now. So, I just got off the phone with her. We 
talk almost all day. At least, I guess, four times a 
day. At first when I got here I didn’t talk to her 
as much. But now I do because I really need the 
guidance. So, I talk to her about four times a 
day …  
Thus the women were able to articulate their feelings and concerns 
to their friends and, again, mothers; however, they did not present whether 
they confronted the issue or individual.  
The next theme presented religion as a coping strategy. Two of the 
women stated: 
Even though my mom lives in [a nearby city], 
which is like 45 minutes away. She don’t, she 
don’t like to come up here, so I just, you know. 
Read my bible, read a couple of scriptures, get 
my mind right, listen to gospel ... I just think I’m 
more mental. So I stay positive, then I think 
positive. No matter how bad the situation is, I 
mean, just everything just seems obsolete.  
We have too much freedom here … Yes, I mean, 
and I’m not trying to say it’s a bad thing. It’s just 
you are here without your parents; and you still 
gotta remember … [what] your parents taught 
you. To go to church … I go to church whenever 
I can, but the bad part is when I play basketball 
and I play [have games] on Sundays. So, I have 
to pick up and go to bible study on Wednesday, 
or go to night service, which might be hard for 
me because I have study hall late Sunday night 
… So I try to … still read my bible, still pray with 
my sister over the phone, you know. [Pray in 
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the] morning, or before games, or before I go on 
road trips. And sometimes it’s just, you forget 
those things, because I have to go here or go 
there and you forget things a lot. 
Each of the women presented religion, prayer and church as a 
central coping strategy in their survival, sustaining their spirit through 
their daily experiences. Accordingly, scholars have found Blacks‘ utilisation 
of religion and prayer to cope with life challenges (Anshel et al. 2009; 
Ellison and Taylor 1996; Jones and Shorter-Gooden 2003; Neighbors et al. 
1983). Specifically, Ellison and Taylor‘s (1996) research presents women as 
prone to use religion as a coping strategy, especially those who were 
experiencing changes or had little control over their personal identity. 
Religion and spirituality were thus utilised to provide social support and 
solace within the norms of Black culture. Hill Collins‘ (2000) third theme 
creates an avenue for Black women to share their wisdom with ‗their 
younger ‗sisters‘‘ and, as such, the ‗older women taught less experienced 
women the skills necessary for their survival as African American women‘ 
(p. 213). This statement endorses the work of Cannon (1985) and her 
assessment of religion, by which faith is rooted in ‗the prophetic tradition‘. 
Cannon (1985) purports that religious faith supports Black women, as it 
enables them to ‗devise strategies and tactics to make Black people less 
susceptible to the indignities and proscriptions of an oppressive white 
social order‘ (p. 35). The combination of religious faith and consciousness 
of the oppressive realities of racism, sexism, classism and other ‗isms‘ are 
essential. 
The last two themes addressed the Black female collegiate athletes‘ 
level of consciousness. The awareness of the institutional context, 
situational factors and personal, or individual, consciousness is significant. 
The ability of the women to recognise their surroundings and how their 
personship is perceived within various social contexts Hill Collins (2000) 
deems as key to their physical and mental survival. For example, one 
woman said:  
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… it’s [the university] a lot bigger, and I’m from 
small [city]. So it’s a lot bigger. You have to get 
used to riding these buses, you know. Um, all 
these people, all kinds of different people. And 
it’s even different races, different sexualities, 
different changed sexualities … It’s hard, I don’t 
know. It’s not hard, I guess it’s just, you have to 
get used to it … My high school, it was mostly 
Black … but my middle school, like, I grew up in 
mostly White schools … I’ve been friends with all 
White people, Black people so I don’t really have 
a hard time … One thing [on this campus] … it’s 
very like separated. And when I first got here 
you could see it, like, where the Black people 
hang out, where the White people hang out … 
And [in] high school, you had to be there, and 
you couldn’t go to your room or nothin’. So here 
you can, kind of, if you don’t want to deal with 
it, you can walk away from it kinda … It’s a big 
difference. So … I just hang. I hang with a lot of 
different diverse, a lot of different people, but it 
sometimes causes drama, because everybody 
isn’t accepting of different races … 
This narrative presents the culmination of the dynamic context of 
the DI PWIHE. The experience of the Black female athlete, and quite 
possibly her multiple identities as a race, gender, class, sexual orientation, 
and the athletic ‗Other‘, may create a tumultuous experience as she 
matriculates. The woman‘s struggle to experience college was impacted by 
the enveloping racial divide. She and the other Black female collegiate 
athletes are forced to remedy their role in that space or retreat to the walls 
of their dorms, voices of their mothers, or wisdom of their bibles.   
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The Black female collegiate athletes revealed their ability to express 
their views about the PWIHE environment, established strategies to cope 
with their realities, and, as this latter narrative explicates, begin to redefine 
their reality based on their racial, gender and athletic experiences.  
Conclusion 
The experiences and expectations of today‘s student-athletes are great. 
Student-athletes, 18 to 22 years of age, are expected to balance athletic 
performance and academic achievement in the midst of developing their 
own identity and being a contributing member of society. Their role in the 
larger system of intercollegiate athletics to some may appear to be minute, 
but to the young person those expectations can be substantial.  
 This study examined the coping styles and strategies African 
American female collegiate athletes adopted within the PWIHE. The 
findings revealed that the institutional context created an environment in 
which the African American female collegiate was often alienated and 
isolated based on her racial and athletic status. The combination of 
alienation and isolation generated an atmosphere in which an avoidance 
coping style was adopted. Thus the coping strategies utilised mirrored the 
traditions of the African American and African American female 
collectives.  
 Acknowledging the racial alienation and isolation of the African 
American male athletes, African American female athlete experiences may 
follow the same path of poor academic achievement, heightened athletic 
identity, limited racial consciousness, and succumb to becoming yet 
another colonised body. Learning from the experiences of the African 
American male, in addition to the cultural, social and historical 
experiences of the African American women, could therefore assist in 
addressing African American female athletes‘ collegiate experiences.  
 More specifically, creating safe spaces for African American female 
collegiate athletes to discuss their experience and have a local support 
structure which endorses the cultural coping styles and strategies may be 
beneficial. Hill Collins (2000) asserts that the creation of safe spaces (e.g. 
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Black sororities and fraternities, African American student organisations, 
African American mentor programmes), as they are ‗free of surveillance by 
more powerful groups‘, ‗simultaneously remove Black women from 
surveillance and foster the conditions for Black women‘s independent self-
definition‘ (p. 111). Furthermore, the racial dynamics of the DI PWIHE 
support the need to create safe spaces for not just African American 
women but specifically for African American female athletes, as their 
athletic obligations add an additional layer of identity and oppression. The 
campus racial climate thus plays a significant role in African American 
students‘ lives. As Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso (2000) suggest, ‗college 
access, persistence, graduation, and transfer to and through graduate and 
professional school for African American students‘ (p. 62) is determined by 
the positive and/or negative campus racial climate.  
 CRT and Black feminist thought were both beneficial in unearthing 
the intersectionality of race, gender, sexual orientation and athletic status 
in examining the experiences of African American female collegiate 
athletes at a PWIHE. Furthermore, this study suggests that recognising the 
experiences of the student-athletes and how they cope with those 
experiences is imperative. However, for student-athletes who are 
marginalised by race, gender and class constructs, addressing these 
experiences could provoke methods and strategies to meet their diverse 
needs as students and athletes. It would therefore be beneficial for 
administrators, faculty and staff to be progenitors in provoking these 
methods and strategies to minimise the manifold challenges associated 
with these layered identities. They can also foster safe spaces for student-
athletes to be productive and successful in all aspects of their lives.  
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Chapter 4 
‘Business as usual’: racial inequality in 
the Academy ten years after Macpherson 
Professor Andrew Pilkington, University of Northampton  
 
The year 2009 witnessed the tenth anniversary of the publication of a 
judicial inquiry chaired by Lord Macpherson into the racist murder of a 
young Black British man. The publication of the inquiry report 
(Macpherson 1999) was in many ways remarkable because of its admission 
that major British institutions were characterised by ‗institutional racism‘ 
and the widespread acceptance by the state that action needed to be taken. 
Taking the case of Britain, I shall investigate in this paper pressures 
emanating on the Academy from the state: government strategies for 
higher education, relating to both widening participation and human 
resources, and new race relations legislation. I shall focus predominantly, 
but not exclusively, on the period 1999–2003 when pressure was arguably 
at its most intense, and concentrate on the impact of these external forces 
on the sector‘s approach to and policies relating to race. The impact of each 
of these external forces identified above will be examined in turn for ease 
of exposition. It should be noted, however, that this is somewhat artificial 
since they overlap in practice, with the result that it is difficult to 
disentangle the impact of each. 
Our examination of a case where seemingly significant progress was 
made in race equality will enable us to reach a judgment as to the veracity 
of the critical race theory (CRT) claim that the impact of any initiatives 
tends to be temporary and that, despite these initiatives, racial inequality 
persists ‗as usual‘ (Delgado and Stefancic 2001: 7). 
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Universities and the state 
In Britain, universities are formally independent and autonomous 
institutions. Nonetheless, there is little doubt that in the past two decades 
the state has exerted an increasing influence on higher education and that 
‗considerable centralisation has taken place‘ (Davies et al. 1997: 7). The 
capacity of the state to influence higher education stems, above all, from 
the sector‘s dependence on state funding and the insistence that 
universities, along with other public bodies, are accountable for the way 
they spend public money (Davies et al. 1997). 
The approach of the New Labour government to higher education 
has been underpinned by ‗two guiding principles … building economic 
prosperity and promoting social justice‘ (Hodgson and Spours 1999: 98). 
In practice, these two principles have sometimes been in tension, with the 
measures being taken to support universities that can compete in the 
global market place being at odds with those required to provide ‗fair 
access to worthwhile higher education‘ (Jary and Jones 2006: 14). 
Nonetheless, it is abundantly clear that the government has increasingly 
been concerned to ensure that higher education is instrumental in serving 
certain economic and social imperatives. 
The government allocates funding for higher education in England 
through the Higher Education Funding Council of England (HEFCE). Each 
autumn, the government confirms the total grant for the sector for the 
following year and in the subsequent funding letter sent to HEFCE 
identifies its spending priorities. HEFCE then allocates the funding due to 
individual higher education institutions (HEIs) in February. This takes the 
form of a block grant covering research and teaching funding allocated in 
terms of specific formulae. In addition to this, HEFCE also allocates special 
funding for new initiatives which are reviewed each year and subsequently 
may be phased out or incorporated into formula funding. These special 
funding initiatives have included some that are of immediate interest here 
because they relate to government priorities to widen participation and 
promote equal opportunities. 
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The government‘s concern that universities widen participation for 
students and promote equal opportunities for staff was made amply clear 
by the Secretary of State for Education and Employment in his funding 
letter to HEFCE in November 1999 (HEFCE 2008a). The previous year‘s 
funding letter in December 1998, for the first time, signalled the 
government‘s ‗commitment to widening access‘ (para. 18). The 1999 
funding letter went further: ‗Widening access to higher education is a key 
priority and critical to tackling social exclusion‘ (para. 19). On equal 
opportunities, the 1999 funding letter expressed itself in no uncertain 
terms: ‗I am deeply concerned about the present position on equal 
opportunities for HE staff. Evidence suggests that only a minority of 
academic staff in higher education institutions are from an ethnic minority 
background, are women, or have a disability, and that relatively few from 
these groups reach senior positions‘ (para. 27).  
The government‘s concern to widen participation and promote equal 
opportunities is only partially concerned with race and ethnicity. This is 
evident from a comparison of successive funding letters (HEFCE, 2008a). 
Blunkett‘s 1999 funding letter made no reference to race and ethnicity in 
the section on ‗widening access‘ (paras. 19–24) and subsequent funding 
letters, which have continued consistently to prioritise widening 
participation, have followed suit. When it comes to staff as opposed to 
students, Blunkett‘s 1999 funding letter was unprecedented in emphasising 
race equality in the section on ‗equal opportunities for HE staff‘: ‗I am 
particularly concerned to see institutions make progress on race equality 
for staff‘ (para. 27). Subsequent funding letters, by contrast, when they 
have emphasised the importance of equal opportunities, have not expressly 
mentioned race and ethnicity. The emphasis placed on race equality in 
1999 reflected the high profile given to the Macpherson report earlier in 
that year. The absence of any reference to race and ethnicity thereafter 
indicates that the strategies to widen participation and promote equal 
opportunities were colour-blind strategies focused on social disadvantage. 
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New Labour and widening participation 
Since 1998, widening participation has been a key concern of government 
policy. The government‘s approach, however, has been criticised because 
many of the measures taken are based on a notion of the individual student 
as deficient rather than on an acknowledgement of system failure. Here are 
two examples:  
New Labour policies appear to be based on a 
‗deficit‘ model where initiatives are designed to 
address the perceived inadequacies of excluded 
groups.  
(Hayton and Paczuska 2002: 259)  
While the momentum to enhance participation in 
higher education is laudable … [it] is based on a 
simplistic access model in which the wire is lifted 
to allow a small minority of members of under-
represented groups to enter the Academy. The 
onus of change is on those groups, rather than 
the Academy as an organisation.  
(Morley 2003: 11–12)  
In support of such critiques, research evidence on widening 
participation across the student lifecycle has pointed to little evidence of 
teaching approaches and assessment methods being adapted for diverse 
learners but rather an emphasis on students needing to learn to adapt to 
HE (Thomas et al. 2005). A recent review of widening participation 
research reaches a similar conclusion in pointing out ‗how little effect the 
WP agenda has had in ―changing the product‖ within HE itself‘ (Watson 
2006: 5). 
There is little doubt that widening participation is primarily 
concerned with class. Despite the occasional references made by 
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government ministers to ‗BME learners‘ (NATFHE 2000), their needs are 
of only marginal concern to key policy-makers. The central focus of 
attention is social class. This is evident in a number of ways. The funding 
letters never mention race or ethnicity but invariably refer to social class or 
a proxy measure of it (HEFCE 2008b). A search of articles that I conducted 
in the Times Higher Educational Supplement for the period 1994–2004 
reveals 510 references to widening participation. While only 20 of these 
references refer to race or ethnicity (and gender for that matter), as many 
as 201 of these references explicitly refer to class. It is also significant that 
the three books Universities UK have commissioned on widening 
participation explicitly focus on class. They address how universities are 
supporting access to HE for young people from lower socioeconomic 
groups and identify examples of good practice (Woodrow 1998; Woodrow 
et al. 2002; Thomas et al. 2005). While it is true that a few of these cases 
are targeted at specific minority ethnic groups, the overwhelming emphasis 
is on class. A final indication that widening participation is in practice 
primarily concerned with class relates to the performance indicators used. 
These are wholly class-based. 
The Dearing inquiry (1997) commissioned research into widening 
participation by various groups, with report 5 covering ‗ethnic minorities‘. 
This report did identify a number of pertinent issues that related to 
students from minority ethnic groups. Specific groups, including African 
Caribbean men and Bangladeshi women, were under-represented in the 
sector; and students from BME communities were concentrated in the less 
prestigious post-1992 universities, experienced a sense of isolation and 
gained a lower rate of return on their HE qualifications than White 
students. Despite this, the good news identified in the first paragraph was 
given more prominence: ‗Relative to their share in the population … ethnic 
minorities overall are now better represented in HE than whites’ (Coffield 
and Vignoles, 1997: para. 1.1).  This emphasis is common in many policy 
documents. Here are two examples. First: ‗Many ethnic groups continue to 
be over-represented in higher education compared to their population 
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share‘ (Universities UK 2005, quoted in Aimhigher 2006: 2). Second: 
‗Those from non-white ethnic groups are better represented than white 
people‘ (National Audit Office 2008: para. 5). The problem with such an 
emphasis is that it ‗selectively uses particular pieces of research to make 
the case that the under-representation of … ethnic minorities has been 
largely solved‘ (Webb 1997: 85). As a recent review of BME participation in 
HE argues, little specific action is being taken in relation to BME needs 
‗because major bodies are working from headline statistics that are 
undifferentiated‘. The result is that ‗the needs of BME learners are mostly 
rolled up into generic widening participation policies‘ which effectively 
means that ‗BME participation is dropping off the agenda‘ (Aimhigher 
2006: 2).  
Despite the fact that the binary divide between universities and 
polytechnics was abolished in 1992, the higher education sector remains 
highly stratified (Davies et al. 1997). This means that as we ‗move to a mass 
system of higher education … it is increasingly important that we consider 
the different sorts of higher educations that are now on offer‘ (Reay et al. 
2005: vii). When we do this, we discover that students from minority 
ethnic backgrounds are ‗far more likely to be negatively positioned within 
the higher education system and to study less prestigious subjects in less 
prestigious institutions‘ (Jary and Jones 2006: 7). A recent study which 
examined students‘ choices of higher education revealed that ‗while more 
working class and ethnic minority students are entering university, they 
are generally entering different universities to their white middle-class 
counterparts. Class tendencies are compounded by race‘ (Reay et al. 2005: 
162). The focus on admissions to the sector as a whole glosses over the 
differentiated nature of the higher education sector and overlooks the 
different rates of return from going to different institutions.  
A recent analysis of what institutions do under the heading of 
widening participation is revealing. HEIs receive funding for widening 
access and improving retention but, despite the fact that they receive more 
for improving retention, most activities focus on access rather than 
success. Using the student life cycle to identify different stages, Thomas 
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and May discovered that 64% of activities were related to pre-entry, for 
example aspiration raising, and that only 13% of activities were concerned 
with supporting student success and employability. As the authors put it, 
‗This study suggests that the sector is prioritising pre-entry and access 
initiatives at the expense of interventions once students have entered HE‘ 
(Thomas et al. 2005: 193). This finding is significant and has adverse 
consequences for minority ethnic groups who are more likely to gain access 
to the sector but disproportionately face problems in succeeding. 
New Labour and equal opportunities 
The priority given by New Labour to widening participation for students 
has been accompanied by a concern with equal opportunities for staff. 
Although the latter has been a much longer standing issue for the sector 
than the former, Blunkett‘s funding letter in November 1999 to the sector 
highlighted the need for the sector to take decisive action to promote equal 
opportunities. HEFCE took the lead, its two most important initiatives 
being (co)funding the Equality Challenge Unit, a new sector-wide advisory 
body, and requiring university human resources (HR) strategies to address 
equal opportunities. 
Blunkett‘s funding letter in November 1999 emphasised the 
importance of race equality and his words were still fresh at the launch of 
the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) in February 2001. Reference was made 
to the Macpherson report and there was a recognition that the ECU needed 
to address race as well as gender and disability. As the Macpherson report 
receded, however, less emphasis was placed on race. The funding letters 
from 2000 onwards, for example, do not make any explicit reference to 
race or ethnicity when they mention equal opportunities.  
We shall focus here on the two major HEFCE-funded initiatives in 
turn: first, the ECU and second, the equal opportunities (EO) component 
of HR strategies. 
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The Equality Challenge Unit 
The ECU was launched in February 2001 and became formally operational 
in August 2001. Although the dominant discourse at the launch talked 
about building on earlier achievements, the creation of the ECU entailed 
an acknowledgement that earlier initiatives in promoting equal 
opportunities had not been sufficiently effective. The unit initially focused 
on race, given the requirements of the legislation, but over time inevitably 
attention has shifted from race to other strands of equality as new 
legislative measures relating to other strands of equality have been 
introduced. 
An independent evaluation of the unit, based on semi-structured 
interviews with a range of groups, was conducted in 2005 (HEFCE 2005a). 
It acknowledged that the unit had not only played an effective advisory and 
awareness role but had also produced high-quality guidance publications. 
It was critical, however, of the extent to which the ECU had supported 
individual HEIs in implementing change. In many ways what is most 
revealing about this evaluation of the ECU is what it reveals about the 
sector. We are informed that ‗there is no opposition to good EO practice‘, 
only for this to be followed in the same sentence by the observation that 
‗some institutions are more attuned to equal opportunities issues than 
others‘ (HEFCE 2005a: 3). This hint that ‗an awareness of the importance 
of EO‘ is not universally shared across the sector is made more explicit 
later in the report. While it is argued that ‗there is an awareness of the 
importance of EO among senior managers and human resource and EO 
practitioners … middle managers, heads of school or departments to whom 
key human resource functions are often devolved sometimes have a 
(perhaps complacent) view, despite some evidence to the contrary, that EO 
issues have no place in a meritocracy‘ (HEFCE 2005a: 26). 
Human resources strategies 
Following the government‘s spending review in 2000, HEFCE provided 
additional funding to reward and develop staff (R&DS) from 2001–2002 to 
2003–2004. This special funding was designed to modernise HR systems 
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and the processes of recruiting, retaining, rewarding and developing staff. 
The funding was allocated to each HEI in proportion to its block grant on 
receipt of a three-year HR strategy. HEIs were invited to submit either full 
or emerging human resources strategies to HEFCE by June 2001. Most 
HEIs submitted emerging strategies which allowed them another year to 
develop full strategies.  These strategies were expected to cover six priority 
areas. One of these pertained to equal opportunities: ‗Develop equal 
opportunities targets, with programmes to implement good practice 
throughout an institution. This should include ensuring equal pay for work 
of equal value, using institution-wide systems of job evaluation‘ (HEFCE 
2005b: 19). 
An evaluation of this initiative was conducted in May 2005. Based 
primarily on questionnaires to HR directors, its conclusion was positive. 
The ‗initiative was worthwhile because it provided a focus for change and 
has had a positive impact across the English HE sector‘ (HEFCE 2005b: 4). 
When we turn to equal opportunities, the evaluation discovered that ‗the 
largest proportion of funding within this priority area had been allocated 
by institutions to address job evaluation‘. In the light of this, it is perhaps 
not surprising that ‗activities undertaken … appear to have had the greatest 
impact on the role and reward of women in the majority of institutions‘ 
and that as a result ‗the role of minority ethnic groups … has received much 
less emphasis … compared to the emphasis on gender equality‘ (HEFCE 
2005b: 10). Further evidence that race issues had been sidelined relative to 
gender issues was submitted by ‗some union stakeholders‘ who ‗believed 
that the race aspects of job evaluation have not been considered‘ (HEFCE 
2005b: 56). 
Previous research has indicated that equal opportunities policies in 
higher education tend to focus on gender rather than race (Neal 1998; Law 
et al. 2004). The evidence above that the implementation of HR strategies 
entailed a greater concern with gender than race issues suggests that this 
prioritisation persists. Further, albeit limited, supporting evidence along 
the same lines emerges from a search that I conducted in the Times Higher 
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Educational Supplement for the period 1994–2004. This reveals 504 
references to equal opportunities. While 97 of these references refer to race 
or ethnicity (and 56 to class), 186 references refer to gender or women.  
The evaluations of both the ECU and the R&DS initiative are, for all 
their limitations, quite interesting. It is worth deconstructing these 
discourses. While they tend to highlight positive developments and 
downplay negative ones, a careful examination of them reveals serious 
lacunae in the way many HEIs are pursuing equal opportunities and 
thereby race equality. The evaluation of the ECU claims that ‗the sector is 
asking for support in implementing change in equal opportunities practice‘ 
but it is doubtful that the sector holds one position. The evaluation reveals 
(see above) that many key staff do not believe in the importance of EO, and 
other research indicates that many staff are in fact highly sceptical of the 
efficacy of equal opportunities policies (Deem et al. 2005). The purported 
consensus suggested above, in conceiving the sector as a subject, turns out 
to be spurious. On closer examination, ‗the sector‘ refers to senior 
managers who are conceived as keen to promote equal opportunities but in 
need of support. The ECU and HEFCE have both in fact produced excellent 
guidance but the analysis of HR strategies identifies significant deficiencies 
in monitoring (HEFCE 2002/14: para. 143, in HEFCE 2007) and in target 
setting HEFCE 2003/37: para. 27, in HEFCE 2007). There is a plethora of 
excellent guidance documents and yet the implementation of equal 
opportunities policies is, to put it mildly, uneven. 
This research is consonant with other research showing that equal 
opportunity policies do not pursue ‗the needs of all groups with equal 
vigour‘ (Iganski and Mason 2002: 151). Insofar as data have been collected 
on the impact of mainstream programmes on minority ethnic groups, the 
evidence indicates that these ‗have not been as successful for ethnic 
minorities when compared with Whites‘ (PIU 2002, quoted in Pilkington 
2003: 241). It has been widely recognised for a long time that an 
organisation intent on preventing or detecting racial discrimination needs 
to undertake both ‗ethnic monitoring and the setting of targets‘ (Sanders 
1998: 38). Seen in this light, the evidence above pointing to failures in data 
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gathering and target setting suggests that many HEIs have not taken equal 
opportunities policies seriously.  
Race relations legislation 
Let us turn finally to an approach that is explicitly concerned with race. 
The government‘s major response to the Macpherson report was a 
legislative initiative, the Race Relations (Amendment) Act (RRAA) 2000. 
The Act extended the scope of the 1976 Act by covering public bodies which 
had been previously exempt and making it unlawful for public authorities 
to discriminate in carrying out any of their functions. While this Act, like 
previous race relations legislation, prohibited unlawful discrimination, a 
new approach was also evident. For the first time, a general statutory duty 
was placed on all public authorities, and specific duties on some 
authorities, to eliminate racial discrimination (including indirect 
discrimination), promote good race relations and facilitate equality of 
opportunity. The Act gave the Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) the 
power to develop a statutory code of practice and provide guidance to 
public authorities on how to meet the general duty and any specific duties 
introduced by the Home Secretary. By enjoining public bodies in this way 
to develop policies and plans which promote racial equality, the Act 
adopted a very different approach to that embodied in previous race 
relations legislation: public authorities were now being required to take a 
proactive stance to racial equality and thus take the lead in eliminating 
racial discrimination, promoting good race relations and facilitating equal 
opportunities.  
The deadline in England and Wales for the production of race 
equality policies with plans for implementation was set for May 2002. The 
specific duties for HEIs were: 
 To prepare and maintain a written race equality policy and 
implementation plan 
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 Within the policy and plan, to assess the impact of institutional 
policies on staff and students from different racial groups 
 Within the policy and plan, to monitor the applications, admissions 
and progression of students 
 Within the policy and plan, to monitor the recruitment and 
development of staff  
 Within the policy and plan, to set out arrangements for publishing the 
race equality policy and the results of monitoring impact assessments 
and reviews. 
What is interesting about these specific duties is what they prioritise. 
They do not, unlike the anti-racist toolkit produced by Leeds University 
(Turney et al. 2002), focus on teaching and research, but on widening 
participation and equal opportunities (Sharma 2004). The colour-blind 
widening participation and equal opportunity policies may, as we have 
seen, have bypassed minorities, but targeted policies, it was hoped, would 
make a difference.  
In order to fulfil its statutory obligations under the RRAA, HEFCE 
required HEIs to submit their race equality policies and plans for review in 
November 2002. The ECU was asked to review them on behalf of HEFCE, 
with the review itself being undertaken by the Gus John Partnership in 
terms of a template devised by the ECU. 
The outcome of the review entailed placing each policy and plan into 
one of five categories: 
 An exemplar of good practice at this stage in the implementation 
process (E) 
 Good/Good with certain areas needing attention (G) 
 Developing appropriately but with significant areas needing attention 
(D1) 
 Developing appropriately but with major work to be done (D2) 
 Not yet aligned with the requirements of the RRAA; needing urgent 
revision (N). 
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While 34 HEIs were categorised as having developed ‗exemplary‘ 
policies, 45 HEIs deemed to be D2 and N were categorised as having 
submitted policies and plans which did not meet the requirements of the 
RRAA and required further work (John 2005). HEIs judged to be D2 or N 
were required to resubmit their policies and plans within three months.  
The Office of Public Management (OPM) was commissioned to carry 
out a subsequent review in 2003. The policies and plans of the 45 HEIs 
that had initially been judged to be D2 or N were reassessed using the 
same template and grading system as in the initial review. Although the 
report in July concluded that the majority of HEIs had made significant 
progress, it judged 17 to have policies and plans that were categorised as 
D2 or N and thus still not compliant with the legislation. These 17 HEIs 
were reassessed again in 2004 by OPM, by which time only four were 
judged noncompliant (OPM 2004a). 
In addition to these compliance reviews of HEIs commissioned by 
the ECU on behalf of HEFCE, the CRE commissioned Schneider~Ross to 
provide a review of the response of public sector organisations to the 
requirement to have developed race equality policies and plans. The 
fieldwork began in November 2002, six months after the date for meeting 
the specific duties. The research comprised two elements: a questionnaire 
and an analysis of a random sample of race equality polices and plans 
(Schneider~Ross 2003). Despite evident progress, implementation of the 
duty in all sectors was patchy. In the case of HE, 98 HEIs responded to the 
questionnaire and 12 policies were analysed: 95% reported having a 
scheme in place but only about a third indicated that monitoring was 
underway and the proportion indicating that they had in place a timetabled 
set of race equality outcomes was no better. To put this in some 
comparative perspective, HEIs scored markedly less well than the police 
service in terms of monitoring and target setting. Analysis of HEI policies 
and plans revealed a mixed bag: two needed development; four were 
partially developed; four were mainly developed; and two were fully 
developed.  
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Finally, OPM was commissioned to review, two years after the 
original deadline for submission of race equality policies and plans, how 
HEIs were implementing their policies and plans. The review was upbeat:  
This review of progress, two years after initial 
race equality policies and action plans were 
developed, shows the considerable progress 
travelled by the majority of HEIs … 80 per cent 
are making fair progress, and of these some are 
showing real innovation and good practice in 
different areas. 
(OPM 2004b: 23)  
Given that a report published a mere five years earlier indicated that 
only a few HEIs had a race equality policy at all, such an upbeat position is 
understandable. However, it should be noted that this review, like the 
compliance reviews, was desk-based and that the reality on the ground 
may be different. As the third compliance review acknowledges:  
It is important to reiterate that the existence of a 
strong policy document does not necessarily 
mean that progress is being made on the ground. 
Indeed, in some instances … policy documents 
have been produced by external consultants, and 
it is not clear to what extent commitments are 
owned by the university. 
(OPM 2004a: 12) 
Deconstructing the evaluative discourses 
It is instructive to compare the OPM overview report with the initial review 
of race equality policies and plans conducted by the Gus John Partnership. 
There are markedly different discourses at work and these point in turn to 
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markedly different perspectives on the progress HEIs have made. Where I 
think CRT is valuable is in sensitising us to be sceptical of claims that 
significant progress has been made and alerting us to the manifest 
continuities at play (Pilkington et al. 2009). Looking at the discourses 
underpinning the evaluations in this light is particularly revealing. 
Gus John, who writes from an anti-racist approach, is clearly 
appalled by the lack of progress made:  
Having regard to the fact that the ECU provided 
ample guidance and support to HEIs to assist 
them in drawing up their policy and 
implementation plan, and that the CRE issued 
guidance and fielded numerous telephone and 
written enquiries, the … results suggest that 
many HEIs were still struggling to come to terms 
with what the legislation requires and that they 
remain on a steep learning curve. What is more, 
it begs the question as to what precisely HEIs 
had done previously in response to Section 71 of 
the 1976 Race Relations Act, and as a result of 
the findings and recommendations of the 
Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report. In addition to 
work by the ECU and the CRE, HEFCE itself has 
promoted initiatives on, for example, widening 
participation and improving access for people 
with disabilities. One would have expected, 
therefore, an approach to meeting the 
requirements of the RRAA 2000 which at least 
demonstrated an understanding of the structural 
bases of social exclusion, and the extent to which 
institutions could be implicated in the 
perpetuation of it unless proactive steps were 
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taken to identify and eliminate the conditions 
that sustain it.  
(John 2003: 2) 
The ECU, as an advisory body funded by the sector, cannot afford to 
be as critical of HEIs. Since it would be fatal for it to be at odds with the 
sector, the approach adopted is to go with the grain and coax HEIs much 
more gently. The template devised by the ECU to classify institutional 
policies and implementation plans thus errs on the side of generosity. Of 
the five categories, only one is manifestly scathing: ‗Not yet aligned with 
RRAA requirements‘. The others are labelled ‗exemplars‘, ‗good‘ and (in 
the case of two) ‗developing appropriately‘.  
John uses this template but his discourse is often at odds with the 
more positive gloss intended by ECU:  
Just under half of the HEIs failed to heed the 
guidance … For some 60% of those, their policies 
and plans were so wide of the mark as to suggest 
a total lack of interest in the issue … Across the 
sector, and even in the case of exemplars, there 
were few examples of institutions systematically 
consulting with black and minority ethnic staff 
and students … Most troubling is the evidence of 
an insistence upon reducing the emphasis that 
the Act places on … race equality, and subsuming 
the intentions of the legislation under broader 
and more amorphous and ill-defined concepts 
such as equal opportunities … Regrettably, much 
of what is contained in the policies we examined 
is a reflection of the marginal status afforded 
black and minority ethnic staff and students in 
the sector … It would appear that many 
institutions believe that it does not really matter 
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whether or not they demonstrate evidence of 
meeting the requirements of the RRAA 2000. 
 (John 2003: 3–9)  
Given his scepticism about the likelihood of the sector seriously 
addressing race equality without significant pressure, John recommends 
the establishment of a ‗Black Staff Commission‘ to generate internal 
pressure and performance-related funding to generate external pressure 
from HEFCE on HEIs: ‗Given the inertia that accompanied the Race 
Relations Act 1976 and the performance of the sector on ‗race‘ issues prior 
to the RRAA 2000, there is good reason to give HEIs a wake-up call by 
linking their funding to their performance in respect of the duty under the 
RRAA 2000‘ (John 2003: 10). John‘s proposals were not taken up and the 
subsequent compliance reviews as well as the progress overview were 
undertaken by a different consultancy company, the OPM. 
The OPM took its cue from the ECU and adopted a discourse that 
highlighted positive developments; hence, as we saw above, the upbeat 
nature of the progress overview, which pointed to ‗the considerable 
distance travelled by the majority of HEIs‘ (OPM 2004b: 23). The key 
players at HEFCE, ECU and the HEIs could thus be assured that the sector 
was on the right tracks and that there was therefore no need for the radical 
changes suggested by John. Jettisoning any radical proposals, the OPM 
chose instead to put forward a set of discrete recommendations. While 
these recommendations may initially suggest that only minor tweaks are 
needed, a deconstruction of the discourse reveals some serious ‗weaknesses 
… across institutions‘ (OPM 2004b: 23).  The recommendations signal the 
need for improvements in a wide range of areas: ‗celebrating the 
importance of race equality … consultation and engagement … training … 
monitoring … recruitment … action plans … mainstreaming … targets … 
accountability ... sharing good practice … reporting … resources‘ (OPM 
2004b: 23–6). What is more, the weaknesses revealed in many of these 
areas are fundamental. While the OPM may employ a different discourse 
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from John and highlight progress, it is evident from reading between the 
lines that the sector has a long way to go. 
In tune with CRT, the sector ten years after Macpherson seems to be 
remarkably White. What is much more noteworthy in this respect than the 
changes afoot are the remarkable continuities. What is more, the pressure 
is now off. Although lip service continues to be paid in government 
pronouncements and some strategies on race equality and ethnic diversity, 
a discourse centred on community cohesion has become hegemonic and 
has marginalised one concerned with race equality and ethnic diversity 
(Pilkington 2008). The predictions of CRT that initiatives to promote race 
equality tend to be shortlived seem corroborated (Gillborn 2008).  
It must be remembered that the secondary research I have drawn 
upon above to evaluate the impact of government strategies and legislation 
is limited. It is often based on questionnaires to senior staff or on analysis 
of written documents. Both methods have their biases. The first method 
invariably tends to present institutions in a favourable light since senior 
staff are loath to be publicly self-critical and are concerned, in a 
Goffmanesque way, to manage the impression of their organisations. The 
second method also tends to present institutions in as favourable a light as 
possible. There is an acute awareness that public documents present 
images of the organisational ethos. Those responsible for their production 
therefore are often concerned to massage these images so that they are 
positive.  There is also another danger with documents: we confuse what is 
written in strategic and policy documents with what actually happens in 
institutions. Since strategic and policy documents often serve as the public 
face of the university, an inordinate amount of time can go into getting 
them just right. This can entail that ‗writing documents and having good 
policies become a substitute for action‘: as one of Ahmed‘s interviewees put 
it, ‗you end up doing the document rather than doing the doing‘ (Ahmed 
2007: 599). We clearly need to move beyond such methodologies to assess 
how what actually happens on the ground. That, however, is the subject of 
another paper. 
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Chapter 5 
How might critical race theory allow us to 
rethink racial categorisation? 
David Skinner, Anglia Ruskin University 
Introduction: categories and 
categorisation 
This paper considers the actual and potential contribution of critical race 
theory (CRT) to the analysis of the policies, practices and politics of racial 
and ethnic categorisation.  
My academic background is as a sociologist of science and 
technology. I have worked for some years charting how the new life 
sciences are altering the ways in which race, ethnicity and racism are 
represented, understood and lived. Developments in genetics and 
elsewhere are part of an emerging politics of race which is neither a return 
to old-style scientific racism nor a continuation of the era when we could 
claim that science ‗proved‘ that race is merely a damaging delusion. As I 
have argued elsewhere, understanding the (changing) conditions of 
production and consumption of knowledge about race, ethnicity and 
racism involves analysis of life science and social science expertise and 
their interplay. Moreover, this is a story of shifting relationships between 
experts on race and racism and the public and policy-makers (Skinner 
2006, 2007, 2009).  
Working on the topic of racialised knowledge raises basic but 
fundamental questions about the construction and application of racial 
and ethnic categories in formalised systems of classification. Social 
scientists, life scientists and policy-makers organise clinical distributions 
of people and characteristics using categories in order to generate 
racialised data (i.e. data broken down into racial and/or ethnic groupings).  
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The significance of racial classifications and their complexities and 
contradictions are well illustrated by Britain and the USA. Although these 
two social formations have different histories of racism and typologies of 
racialisation, in each case the collection and organisation of data according 
to categories is part of the common sense of race politics and policy. In 
both Britain and the USA public bodies assemble large quantities of 
racialised data for the making and evaluation of policy. Also, taking the 
British case as an example, categories have become part of the fabric of 
everyday life as citizens are expected to locate themselves within official 
systems of categorisation not only via the national census but through 
‗ethnic monitoring‘ in employment, education, policing and the provision 
of many public services. 
While racialised data is routinely collected and used in the USA, 
Britain and some other nation-states (Brazil is another striking example), 
many other countries have no such tradition. A stark contrast is between 
Britain and France. Both have large disadvantaged minority populations 
drawn from former colonies but one state has invested heavily in racialised 
data while the other is statistically colour-blind. These national variations 
are only one dimension of a complex pattern of flows and disjunctions in 
the use of race and ethnic categories across space, across time, and 
between different areas of expertise (Schramm et al. forthcoming). 
Formalised systems of racial and ethnic categorisation are an 
ubiquitous feature of contemporary Britain. But for all the significance of 
categories, in Britain, as elsewhere, the process of categorisation is 
contentious and fluid. Users of categories often express uncertainty as to 
their reliability or validity. Lay people will at points place themselves 
within standard categories for pragmatic reasons whilst chaffing at the 
simplifications of origins and identity involved (Hickman et al. 2005). In 
parallel to the ambivalence of the categorised, social scientists and life 
scientists use categories while holding methodological, practical and 
ethical concerns about their legitimacy and potential for misuse.  
The construction, deployment and debate of race categories across 
the natural and social sciences, policy-making and in public discourse is 
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therefore an important and, arguably, neglected issue. Social scientists 
have typically adopted two modes in relation to formalised systems of 
categories (and in some cases even switch between the two). The first 
stance is to acknowledge briefly that categories are problematic and then 
carry on regardless. The second is to seek to debunk categories altogether 
– notably in the standard critique of discussions of race in the life sciences 
(Skinner 2007).  
There are some questionable assumptions at the heart of the 
standard critique of the use of race categories. The first of these rests on a 
dubious belief that discrediting categories is by definition anti-racist: to 
challenge race categories is to challenge racism (more of this later). The 
second assumes that their internal inconsistency, their ambiguous 
meaning (e.g. are they social or biological), their shifting and apparently 
arbitrary boundaries and terminology, and the problems of reconciling 
individual biographies with broad categories, suggest a fatally flawed 
process of knowledge-making. To a sociologist of science this critique has 
obvious limitations. All categories are constructs (albeit ones rooted in 
natural and social realities) and all systems of categorisation contain 
inconsistencies. This is both troubling and liberating: if race categories are 
not unique in their plasticity or messiness how then to understand them?  
The benefit of social studies of science is that it provides a toolkit for 
the detailed exploration of the ongoing ‗practical politics‘ (Bowker and Star 
1999) of categories and for studying official systems of classification as 
social phenomena. It invites/allows us to move from a discussion of what 
categories are to discussion of how categories are. Social studies of science 
is, however, of limited value as a way of locating categorisation as part of a 
wider account of power and inequality. When sitting down to write my 
paper for the conference that led to this publication, I set myself the 
challenge of considering how CRT might help in this respect. The results 
surprised me: CRT allowed me to think about the issues anew and raise 
different kinds of question.  
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The remainder of the paper is in two parts. The next part considers 
the UK police service DNA database as an example of the construction and 
use of racial categories and data. In the light of this case study, the final 
part of the paper suggests five ways in which CRT sheds new light on 
categorisation and the production and consumption of data broken down 
along racial/ethnic lines.   
Case study: the UK National DNA Database 
The UK‘s National DNA Database (NDNAD) was established in 1995. The 
NDNAD is often claimed to be the largest forensic database in the world; it 
is certainly (in terms of population coverage) the most comprehensive. 
Official estimates in 2009 put the size of the database at 5.6 million 
records, equivalent to 8% of the population. This reflects a particularly 
pronounced preoccupation in the UK with the potential of DNA analysis, 
‗scientific policing‘, and sociotechnical applications of social control (Innes 
and Clarke 2009). The continual, unchecked growth of the NDNAD results 
from taking genetic material not just from those convicted of crimes but 
also (since 2001) those charged but later acquitted of a recordable offence, 
(since 2003) those arrested but never charged with a recordable offence, 
and (since 2008) those subject to control orders under counter-terrorism 
legislation. The database also contains records of DNA voluntarily donated 
as part of an investigation. There is currently no limit on the length of time 
these computerised records are held. The UK government is currently 
formulating its response to a European Court ruling requiring the deletion 
of the records of over 900,000 people who have samples stored and 
records on the database despite never having been convicted of a serious 
crime (Almandras 2009). 
The ‗ethnic appearance‘ of each person placed on the NDNAD is 
recorded (also their age and gender) and stored with their genetic data. 
This allows analysis of relative rates of representation on the NDNAD 
across different population groups. Critics of the database and/or of 
institutional racism in the criminal justice system have highlighted the 
unequal likelihood of members of different ethnic groups having their DNA 
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sampled and stored. Calculations in 2006 suggested that 37% of Black men 
in the UK had a record of their DNA stored in the database. This compared 
with 13% of Asian men and 9% of White men. These estimates are more 
striking when considering the age groups most likely to have samples on 
the NDNAD. It was estimated in 2006 that 77% of Black males aged 15 to 
34 have a police DNA record (Randerson 2006). Official figures also 
suggest that nearly a quarter of all people never convicted of a crime but 
with a NDNDA record are from ethnic minorities. 
The mass collection of the DNA of young Black men should be 
considered together with the use of ‗familial‘ and ‗low stringency‘ searches 
of DNA databases. This technique investigates a suspect‘s blood relatives 
(see Williams and Johnson 2008 for discussion of UK use). Family 
searching potentially reinforces and magnifies the inequalities between 
groups in their likelihood to be on the database by, in effect, also placing 
close blood relatives under genetic surveillance. Writing about the USA, 
Cole plausibly speculates that in situations where arrest rates are high ‗this 
could quickly result in effectively incorporating whole neighbourhoods and 
ethnic communities into the database‘ (Cole 2007: 103). The same holds 
true in a British context, although the numbers of these searches currently 
conducted are relatively low (National Police Improvement Agency (NPIA) 
2007: 6). One concern raised about the growth of forensic databases has 
been their potential for ‗profiling‘ offenders – seeking patterns in offender 
DNA to predict criminality in individuals and groups. In both the USA and 
Britain there is also a debate about the use of DNA to construct racialised 
profiles of unknown perpetrators. 
In response to increased public and political focus on the NDNAD 
there has been a strengthening of the governance of the database. This 
move has been framed as ensuring continued ‗public trust‘ (see, for 
example, House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2008). Much of 
this has followed a pattern set by medical databases. We can see this first 
institutionally with the involvement of the Human Genetics Commission, a 
UK government body whose members‘ experience and expertise was 
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previously in health, and the establishment of a National DNA Database 
Strategy Board and Ethics Advisory Group in 2007, with strong 
representation from people with a biomedical background. Second, it 
follows a familiar pattern in the management of ‗difficult‘ issues thrown up 
by the ‗new genetics‘ in that there is a concerted attempt to frame problems 
as ‗ethical‘ dilemmas, and the domain of the expert community of 
bioethicists, rather than as matters of politics and public interest.  
The issue of race inequality has been discussed in the forums 
established as (post-hoc) attempts to provide more transparent and 
rigorous governance of NDNAD. In annual reports and meeting minutes of 
the National DNA Database Strategy Board and the NDNAD Ethics 
Advisory Group we can trace ongoing discussion of the issue of the unequal 
number of Black people on the database and the ‗risk to public confidence‘ 
in the database that such disproportionality poses. Since 2007, the 
NDNAD has been subject to a series of equality impact assessments – a 
public sector practice designed to review whether policies unintentionally 
disadvantage particular groups.  
The NDNAD is therefore racialised on a number of different levels: 
in the disproportionate numbers of Black and Asian men recorded, via the 
procedure of racially classifying each genetic record, and in framing the 
database as politically controversial. We should, however, acknowledge 
that the classification of DNA is only one of many different ways in which 
racial and ethnic categories operate in the British criminal justice system. 
Racialised data are routinely collected and used in a wide variety of 
different ways. Every police service in England must collect and report on 
figures of applications from and recruitment, retention and promotion of 
people from particular ethnic minorities. Every street ‗stop and search‘ and 
‗stop and account‘ conducted by the police should result in an official 
record. This record includes details of the stopped person‘s ethnicity, 
checked and organised against a list adapted from census categories. The 
resulting data are used to produce force-level and national statistics. 
Recruitment targets and stop and search figures are only two examples of 
what is a much wider phenomenon: a mass of racialised data collected and 
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reported relating to many different aspects of the British criminal justice 
system. 
In each of these three examples – the DNA database, recruitment 
targets, and stop and search – categories are important but also 
contentious and politicised. In all three cases, there is a lively ethical, 
methodological and practical debate about the collection and use of 
racialised data that extends across the value of collecting the data by 
category, the meaningfulness of categories, which categories are worthy of 
inclusion, and the reliability of the techniques of day-to-day classification 
on which they depend. It is notable that different interests support the 
collection of some kinds of racialised data and not others. Many within the 
police see the recording and reporting of racialised data on stop and search 
or on recruitment, retention and promotion as unnecessary and/or 
unreliable. There is a concerted campaign against the recording of data on 
stop and search as turning police work into overly bureaucratic ‗form 
filling‘. A different group of campaigners raise concerns about the 
collection and use of racialised genetic data.  
Another telling point of comparison relates directly to the process of 
categorisation. Racial categories utilised across the British criminal justice 
system focus on broadly similar groups. These are termed ‗ethnic‘ but 
usually relate chiefly to Black, Asian and members of other groups 
historically seen as having a different appearance from the majority White 
population. However, allowing for that broad focus, there are significant 
differences in the categories used. The NDNAD utilises the PNC (Police 
National Computer) classification, while others typically use the ‗16+‘ 
classification developed for the 2001 national census and now frequently 
used in ‗ethnic monitoring‘ across the public sector. The PNC 
classifications such as ‗Arab‘ and ‗dark-skinned European‘ have no 
equivalents in other areas of UK policy practice. The PNC system also 
precludes the categorisation of people as ‗mixed‘. There is also variation in 
procedures for placing people into categories. With the recording of DNA, 
people are categorised based on ‗the operational judgement of the arresting 
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officer‘. By contrast, many other categorisation practices in the criminal 
justice system, such as recruitment and stop and search, utilise ‗self-
identification‘ where the subject is asked to place her or himself in one of a 
number of prescribed categories.  
We can better understand the politics of race and the NDNAD by 
placing it in the wider frame of the use of racialised categories and 
racialised data in the British criminal justice system. Underlying the 
practice and debate of the DNA database are not just two systems of 
categories and categorisation but two distinct motivations for the 
collection and use of racialised categories. The first of these is monitoring 
– that is to measure the impact of a practice on particular groups as part of 
an equalities agenda and to highlight unfairness. The second is profiling – 
that is to gain a better understanding of patterns of criminal behaviour.  
Whatever the concerns raised over racism and the NDNAD, it is 
open to question whether the routine use of categories in other areas of 
social policy encourages desensitisation with respect to this specific form 
of categorisation. While there were a range of voices raising misgivings 
about unequal representation of minorities on the NDNAD, there was far 
more uncertainty about how to respond to the use of racial categories. For 
some critical voices, the collection of racialised data reveals the injustice of 
the system, the implications of the over-policing of young Black men, and 
reveals the dynamics whereby minority populations come under ‗genetic 
surveillance‘. Other critical voices view race categorisation and data as 
themselves contributing to stereotyping and/or a worrying first step to 
ethnic profiling of crime suspects.  
Here then is a case where the classification of DNA by race features 
in ways that seem to confound simple positions for or against racialisation. 
DNA is implicated in the politics of race, racism and criminal justice 
without there being any necessary presumption that criminal behaviour 
has a genetic basis or (with the exception of some versions of ethnic 
profiling) that there is a racial pattern to genes. And yet the politics has a 
particular character and urgency because it centres on DNA.  
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Categories and categorisation are integral to the new forensic 
practices and to both their management and contestation. Yet a discussion 
of ‗race‘ can apparently take place despite the transparent artifice involved 
in sorting people into groups and the incommensurability of different 
systems of categories and categorisation. For all sides, categories can be at 
various points open to scrutiny or taken for granted, legitimate or 
illegitimate.  
CRT, categories, and the politics of racialised 
data 
The example of the racialisation of the NDNAD reveals much about the 
complex politics of formalised systems of racial classification and the data 
that result from them. It suggests that we need to be asking different kinds 
of questions about categories, the experts who construct them, the 
processes by which they are enacted, and the ways that they feature in 
public discourse. CRT may help us take this imaginative leap and ‗make 
strange‘ the business of categories and data. I want to finish this paper by 
raising five questions that CRT can help us ask – even if it does not provide 
all the answers. 
1. Is the use of race categories part of the problem of 
racism or part of its solution? 
As the NDNAD case shows, the intent and outcomes of systems of racial 
categorisation can be highly ambiguous. There is a tension here. The 
construction, collection and discussion of data broken down by racial and 
ethnic categories is often presented as the first step towards the ending of 
minority disadvantage. Yet this approach is vulnerable to a professional 
and lay critique that suggests that dividing populations into categories 
reinforces the problems it professes to address. What is the sense, so the 
argument goes, in beginning a critique of racism by reifying and 
legitimating the idea of divisions between populations? This root and 
branch rejection of racialisation is seductive as it is able to point to the 
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evident inconsistencies in the design and application of categories, taps 
into current preoccupation with individualism and self-expression and 
holds the promise of a post-racial future. Yet this position is not without its 
own limitations and contradictions.  
Emerging out of the USA in the post-civil rights era, critical race 
theorists have been acutely aware of the ways in which racism can persist 
in social settings that are officially colour-blind. Patricia J. Williams‘ The 
Alchemy of Race and Rights (1991), for example, shows how the 
unwillingness to mention the ‗r-word‘ in everyday life, legal process and 
academic discourse co-exists with endemic disadvantage and often 
prevents discussion of that disadvantage. This is an important contribution 
of CRT: while it has as its final goal the abolition of race, it recognises that 
not speaking of race does not make it go away. This latter point is well put 
by David Theo Goldberg (2008), who writes of the complexity of the 
connection between an ‗antiracial conception‘ and an ‗antiracist 
commitment‘. We are, argues Goldberg, at a moment where the necessity 
and complexity of that connection is often lost. 
The refusal of racism reduces to racial refusal; 
and racial refusal is thought to exhaust 
antiracism ... Now, what is refused in this 
collapse, what buried alive? What residues of 
racist arrangement and subordination – social, 
economic, cultural, psychological, legal and 
political – linger unaddressed and repressed in 
singularly stressing racial demise.  
(Goldberg 2008: 1) 
To this insight I would add that while race can be buried alive it can 
also be hidden in plain sight through the use of official racialised data. 
Which brings us to the second question. 
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2. Why do public bodies collect and use racialised data? 
One crucial contribution of Goldberg and other critical race theorists is to 
locate current patterns of power inequality in a historical account of racial 
domination. The point is not that nothing ever changes but rather that 
organisational and discursive shifts have previously taken place and 
continue to take place without fundamentally altering the logic of racism. 
Seen from this perspective, the delineation and measurement of 
problematic minority populations takes on a less benign appearance. As 
the NDNAD example illustrates all too well, current preoccupations with 
‗ethnic monitoring‘ may have more in common with older forms of state 
and scientific power than they first appear. 
On one level the MacPherson report and the legal and institutional 
reforms that flowed from it mark a watershed in ‗race‘ politics and policy-
making in Britain. But a complex set of motivations and pressures (what 
Derrick Bell terms ‗interest convergence‘) have driven the design and 
implementation of these reforms. David Gillborn (2008) uses Bell‘s notion 
of the ‗contradiction-closing case‘ to explain the botched investigation into 
Stephen Lawrence‘s murder, the MacPherson inquiry and its policy 
consequences. This was a moment when the gap between the professed 
ideals and the realities of the British state were there for all to see. The 
Race Relations Ammendment Act 2001 and resulting public sector reforms 
were, according to Gillborn‘s analysis, primarily a credibility-saving 
exercise. While this argument risks being overly determined and 
pessimistic, it does provide a different way of considering the wealth of 
monitoring data that such reforms helped to generate. What does 
monitoring actually do? Is this about the elimination of inequalities or the 
management or justification of those inequalities? 
The example of the NDNAD shows how racialised data are often 
collected and used as part of a discussion about maintaining public ‗trust‘ 
and ‗confidence‘ in systems rather than in challenging them. There is also 
an element of going through the motions in order to demonstrate the fair 
operation of procedure. Others, notably Ahmed (2007), have shown how 
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bureaucratically driven initiatives to reform public institutions can often 
become little more than displacement activities: as one of her informants 
puts it, ‗you end up doing the document rather than doing the doing‘.    
3. How is racialised data used not to discuss racism? 
We should therefore not confuse a commitment to collect data to measure 
race inequalities with a commitment to address those inequalities. More 
than this, we can also find examples where racialised data are used to 
obscure or postpone discussion of racism. Once again, David Gillborn‘s 
(2008) Racism and Education provides a good illustration of the potential 
of CRT. Gillborn argues convincingly that the collection of data on 
educational attainment broken down into increasingly fine-graded ethnic 
differences and the preoccupation with measuring group ‗progress‘ can 
hide the realities of continuing racial disadvantage and allow business as 
usual. 
The collection and use of monitoring data in the British criminal 
justice system has grown alongside deepening inequalities. Statistics on 
stop and search, arrests and convictions, and the prison population show 
greater disproportionality now than in the pre-MacPherson era (Riley et al. 
2009). Clearly, on its own, monitoring is no protection against institutional 
racism. We can go further, however, and adapt Gillborn‘s approach to 
consider the ways in which racialised data are used to avoid discussion of 
racism in criminal justice.  
In the case of the NDNAD, consideration of the causes and 
implications of disproportionality has typically been delayed in favour of a 
narrow discussion of the reliability, validity and consistency of the 
categories and data used to measure that inequality. In arenas such as the 
NDNAD Ethics Advisory Group and the Strategy Board, consideration of 
‗race‘ to date has been largely confined to discussions of the limitations of 
the current data. 
The inadequacy, inappropriateness or incommensurability of 
regimes of classification have become the focus rather than the 
mechanisms that reproduce and intensify disadvantage. The Equalities 
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Impact Assessments (NPIA 2007, 2009a,b) suggest, for example, that DNA 
should be categorised using the 16+1 categories and self-identification, in 
parallel with the use of the PNC categories. The EIA also seeks additional 
racialised data on familial searching, deletions from the database, 
replicates and records of those arrested but never charged. 
Another way in which data are used to not discuss racism is through 
consideration of the consistency of data across the criminal justice system. 
Thus the importance that the Home Office and NPIA attached to 
comparison of the number of profiles on the NDNAD and racialised data 
on ‗arrest events‘ is used as evidence that there is no ‗bias‘ in the system 
(House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2009: 83). This allows the 
portrayal of the database as a neutral component of the criminal justice 
system:  
The NDNAD has no ability in itself to be 
discriminatory as it is a repository for 
information supplied. Where there is 
disproportionate data, this is the result of 
criminal justice system and police processes that 
determine whose information is obtained for 
recording.  
(NPIA 2009b: 11) 
Thus, so long as levels of disproportionality can be matched across 
different sets of monitoring data, there is no problem. This is an approach 
which can be applied to any pressure point in the processes of criminal 
justice while always presuming the racism lies elsewhere. Certainly in the 
case of the NDNAD it has prevented serious consideration of the ways in 
which the NDNAD is itself a driver of race inequality by literally labelling 
minorities and placing them en masse under greater surveillance. 
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4. Why might members of different groups understand and 
experience the collection of racialised data in different 
ways? 
The racialisation of the NDNAD has provoked considerable public debate. 
But there is striking disagreement as to if and why the classification of 
DNA records by race/ethnicity is problematic. As I have presented on the 
topic at various conferences and other events I have been struck by the 
variety of responses to the issue of categorisation. An audience of highly 
respected bioethicists was outraged by the use of ‗nonsensical‘ race 
categories but silent about racist policing. At a conference of community 
workers I was surprised by the number of people who seemed to find all 
discussion of data on disporportionality embarrassing to Black people.  
Here once again we can see the potential of CRT in revealing the 
complexities and challenges of a setting where there are legal equal rights 
but in which racism is an unspoken but ever-present part of the social 
fabric. As several theorists have suggested (Essed 2001; Williams 1991; 
Puwar 2001), contemporary social conditions continually generate 
situations in which people experience and understand matters in different 
ways depending on their background. White people often feel that 
developments such as ‗politically correct‘ speech or equality and diversity 
policies are evidence that the issue of racism is resolved (or that there may 
even be a problem of reverse racism). Black people may respond to the 
same situation with mistrust or what Jackson (2008) terms ‗racial 
paranoia‘ – assuming that racism is hidden behind a veneer of false civility. 
This helps to understand I think differing experiences, understandings and 
responses to racialised data. White people may often view the collection of 
data for ethnic monitoring as an imposition and major concession to 
minorities, even though this process does not on its own directly address 
inequality. As Delgado and Stefancic (2001) point out, the costs of such 
‗concessions‘ are often placed on minorities in the form of stigma. 
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5. What might an anti-racist social science look like? 
Last but by no means least, the discussion of categories and data raises 
difficult questions about the political role of social science. Part of the 
contribution of CRT is to remind us that in current circumstances social 
science that is content only to deconstruct categories is neither truly 
critical nor radical. Equally, as I have argued elsewhere (Skinner 2009), we 
should reflect more on the risk of our incorporation into the management 
of race through data. There is an honourable tradition of attempts to 
challenge myths and counter the claims of ‗unscrupulous politicians‘ and 
‗tired journalists‘ through good data (a recent example is Finney and 
Simpson 2009). But evidence-based policy research and the production of 
‗good data‘ will not on its own end racism. 
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Chapter 6 
The racial identification of ‘mixed race’ 
young people in Britain 
Dr Miri Song, University of Kent 
Introduction: studies of ‘mixed race’ 
It is difficult to imagine a society (such as Britain) in which ethnic and 
racial categorisations, and the powerful imagery and ideologies associated 
with notions of ethnic and racial difference, do not exist. Many analysts 
would argue that we need ethnic and racial categories to monitor 
discrimination and disadvantage. Such terms have also been key for 
minority pride and ‗the politics of recognition‘ (Taylor 1994) and in 
countering denigrating understandings of minority experience  (Hall 1996; 
Woodward 1997). Yet, in recent years, some analysts have deplored 
identity politics (see Malik 2002; Fukuyama 2007) and others have argued 
for the need to transcend racial thinking and terminology (see Gilroy 
2004). 
Related to the issue of racial terms and classifications, the past two 
decades have witnessed considerable debate about the continuing 
significance of race, racial ideologies and racial practices (Wellman 1999; 
Bonilla-Silva 2004), and the nature and dynamics of racial prejudice and 
discrimination (see Banton 1983; Solomos and Back 1996; Pilkington 
2003). It is also increasingly difficult to conceive of racialised experiences 
on their own, without them being mediated by gender, class, religion, 
region, etc. (Brah and Phoenix 2004; Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992).  
One major demographic development is the growth of ‗mixed race‘ 
young people in Britain, and this growth makes the question of the use of 
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ethnic and racial terms – both by the state and by ‗ordinary‘ people – even 
more pressing.
9
 The population of the UK is becoming increasingly diverse 
in terms of ethnicity, race, religion and national identity (Aspinall 2003). 
For the first time, the growth in mixed people was officially recognised by 
the inclusion of a ‗mixed‘ group in the 2001 UK census, in which about 
677,000 people were identified as mixed. Demographers have identified 
the mixed group as one of the fastest growing of all ethnic groups, 
estimating that by 2010 it will have increased by more than 40% (and by 
more than 80% by 2020) compared with 2001 (Bradford 2006). 
Furthermore, the rates of intermarriage are notable, especially among 
Black Caribbean and White Britons (Song 2009). Various analysts have 
argued that, in many parts of metropolitan Britain, being mixed, and the 
everyday interactions between disparate groups, is increasingly ordinary 
(Gilroy 2004; Back 1996). 
Yet, despite its growing importance in demographic terms and its 
entry into official data collection, relatively little is known about the life 
experiences of so-called mixed people, or how this new population 
grouping does or does not identify in ethnic and racial terms.  
Exploring the racial identifications of mixed people in the 
contemporary context is important in a period marked by debates and 
contestation about the marking of ethnic and racial difference and the 
relevance of ‗race‘ more generally (Anthias 2002; Omi and Winant 1994). 
The emergence of mixed people also confronts us with the presumption 
that there exist distinct, ‗pure‘ races until such races become mixed (Parker 
and Song 2001). 
 
9 I use the term ‗mixed‘ and ‗mixed race‘ throughout. Since there is no agreement 
about the terminology in the literature, I use both, and without scare quotes after 
the first usage. 
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In Britain there is a growing body of work on mixed children and 
adolescents (see Tizard and Phoenix 1993; Ali 2003;  Okitikpi 2005) and 
on how parents negotiate the issue of difference in their families (Twine 
2004; Caballero et al. 2008; Luke and Luke 1998). It is increasingly clear 
that ‗the‘ mixed race population does not comprise a unified group in itself 
but rather a wide variety of mixes and day-to-day experiences (Song 2010; 
Mahtani 2002). In fact, the socioeconomic backgrounds of mixed people 
are diverse, depending upon their type of ‗mix‘ and their regional location 
(Bradford 2006). 
Various studies have shown that many mixed people (still) feel 
pressure to identify in relation to only one race by choosing one ancestry 
over another (Rockquemore and Brunsma 2002; Parker and Song 2001). 
However, there is increasing evidence that a significant proportion of 
mixed people, including Black/White mixed people, may be asserting 
multiracial identities (in the USA, see Rockequemore and Brunsma 2002; 
Roth 2005; Rockquemore and Laszloffy 2005; in Britain, see Ifekwunigwe 
1999; Tizard and Phoenix 1993; Olumide 2002). Nevertheless, we have 
very little evidence in Britain about the potential multiplicity, fluidity and 
ambiguity which accompany forms of racial and ethnic identification, or 
what racial identifications may tell us about the everyday lives of mixed 
young people. 
Problematising measures of racial identification 
Despite the often cited idea that racial identities are socially constructed 
and potentially changeable across contexts, much public policy is still 
based on surveys which elicit only one measure of racial identity (Song and 
Hashem 2010; Perlmann and Waters 2002; Spickard 1992). I argue in this 
chapter that official categories used in surveys of mixed people do not 
necessarily capture the complexity of the meanings and lived experiences 
or the salience of ethnic and racial identifications. Thus the use of racial 
terms, such as mixed, White, Black and Asian (to name only a few), needs 
to be interpreted in contextually specific ways, rather than regarded as 
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terms that convey stable and predictable meanings and experiences by 
those who employ these terms.  
Ethnic and racial terms therefore (whether used in officialdom or in 
colleges) need to be interpreted and not just taken at face value. While this 
may appear to be a rather obvious point to make, many studies (typically 
large-scale surveys) still report findings about the identifications of mixed 
people which do not critically analyse the meanings and practices 
associated with specific terms and categories. Despite the fact that the 
meanings and imagery of specific ethnic and racial terms remain powerful 
in countries as racialised as Britain (and the USA), too many surveys adopt 
an uncritical and facile approach to the documentation and understanding 
of mixed peoples‘ identifications and experiences. 
For example, some analysts in the USA, such as Harris and Sim 
(2002), have employed ‗forced choice‘ questions on racial identification, in 
which mixed respondents are asked to choose only one race to describe 
themselves (see Harris and Sim 2002; Herman 2004). In their analysis of 
a large, nationally representative data set on adolescents in the USA, 
Harris and Sim (2002) found that, when asked to choose one race, 75% of 
Black/White adolescents who identified themselves in relation to more 
than one race chose Black, while 17.1% chose White. By comparison, in 
relation to Asian/White (in the USA, ‗Asian‘ refers to both people of East 
Asian and South Asian origin), adolescents were equally likely to choose 
White as Asian as their ‗best‘ race. Respondents‘ choice of a single race is, 
then, interpreted as the group with which the person feels the strongest 
sense of membership. Thus, if Black/White respondents choose Black, they 
are understood to see themselves primarily as Black, while Asian/White 
respondents who choose White are understood to see themselves as mostly 
White. 
I wish to question and problematise the neat and definitive nature of 
the findings about racial identification above by examining responses to 
two different survey questions posed to a small sample of multiracial 
young people in Britain. How may different types of mixed people describe 
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themselves and what do such descriptions tell us? What are the meanings 
that are attached to the use of racial terms, such as White, Black or mixed 
race, and to what extent does a ‗best single race‘ question capture 
someone‘s sense of attachment and belonging to a particular ethnic or 
racial group? Terms such as White, Black and mixed race do not speak for 
themselves; they need to be critically interrogated (Song 2003; Mahtani 
2002). In this chapter, I explore not only the meanings of the racial terms 
chosen by our respondents, but also their thinking about racial categories 
and the salience of race more generally. 
I adopt a social constructionist view of race, based on the 
understanding that individuals can possess multiple racial (and other) 
identities across different contexts (Cornell and Hartmann 1998; Song 
2003). The complexity and fluidity of racial identification has both 
theoretical and methodological implications for our understanding of race 
as an everyday lived experience, and many large-scale surveys, while 
valuable in their own right, can only capture a snapshot of what is a 
complex and potentially unstable phenomenon (Stephan and Stephan 
1992). The categories ticked in most large-scale surveys cannot tell us 
about the centrality or salience of particular ethnic and racial identities, or 
the variable meanings and everyday practices associated with particular 
categories or terms, so that two people who may have ticked the exact same 
box (or boxes) may differ considerably in terms of what that ticked identity 
means in lived experience (Saenz et al. 1995). This work has considered the 
methodological tools of critical race theory (CRT). CRT focuses on 
capturing the stories, counterstories and narratives of marginalised 
groups/students. Storytelling provides other ways of knowing, that can, 
according to Ladson-Billings, be ‗the voice of people of color‘ (1998: 14).  
CRT is about learning to listen to other people‘s counterstories and making 
them matter in the educational research.    
Study of ‘mixed race’ young people in Britain 
The findings discussed here are drawn from an ESRC-funded project on 
the ethnic options of mixed race young people in Britain which examines 
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the racial identifications and experiences of disparate types of mixed young 
people in higher education institutions (HEIs) in Britain.
10
 
We adopted a cross-sectional study design, with the use of a semi-
structured online survey, followed by in-depth interviews with a subset of 
these survey respondents. Young adults between 18 and 25 years were 
recruited from universities and colleges of further education across 
England (but primarily from London). A stratified sample (based on 
location and size of the mixed race student population) was drawn from a 
sampling frame that integrated ethnically coded data for students in 
universities and colleges supplied by the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency and the Learning and Skills Council. Participating institutions 
hosted a weblink to the online survey and these institutions sent out an 
email advertising our research to its student body. 
Of the roughly 500 surveys we received, only 326 met our sample 
specifications (258 women and 68 men). Many of those who were excluded 
were either too old or had not been resident in the UK for the entirety of 
their secondary schooling (which usually begins at age 11 or 12) – a 
requirement for inclusion in the study. The female bias has been reported 
in other research on mixed race and is a reflection of response bias in 
answering questionnaires on this topic (see Lopez 2003).  
Out of the survey respondents, we recruited a subsample of 65 
respondents for the in-depth interviews, with most interviews scheduled 
within a month of completion of the survey questionnaire. The in-depth 
 
10  The ESRC-funded project, The Ethnic Options of Mixed Race Young People in 
Britain, RES-000-23-1507, with Peter Aspinall (PI) and Ferhana Hashem, both of 
the CHSS, University of Kent, March 2006 to July 2008.
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interviews varied in duration from 1.5 to 3 hours, and took place in a 
variety of settings, such as university cafes and restaurants and, less 
frequently, in the homes of the students. All of the interviews were 
recorded and then transcribed. 
65 respondents (27 men, 38 women)  
Black/White: 17 (4 men, 13 women)  
South Asian/White: 10 (7 men, 3 women)  
East Asian/White: 16 (7 men, 9 women)  
Minority mix: 7 (2 men, 5 women)  
Arab/White: 15 (7 men, 8 women)  
In this chapter, I draw upon the ways in which various types of 
mixed individuals (but especially East Asian/White and Black/White 
individuals) described themselves. This is because many US surveys have 
tended to compare these two types of mixed people, often characterising 
their identifications and experiences as polarised. But, as I will show 
below, the racial and ethnic terms chosen by mixed young people can 
obscure much of the complexity and multiplicity underlying the choice of 
such terms. First, we examine responses to an open-ended question about 
identification, to illustrate the diverse ways in which young mixed people 
described themselves. Second, we discuss some of the ways in which these 
young people responded to a question about choosing a ‗best single race‘. 
Our own online survey employed a large number of both close-
ended and open-ended questions which queried respondents about their 
identifications, experiences and sense of selves. No one response in 
isolation provided anything more than a glimpse of a respondent, and it 
was fascinating to see the ‗full picture‘ when we combined responses to a 
number of survey questions with the in-depth interviews. 
While I cannot provide a comprehensive picture of how multiracial 
respondents thought about and experienced their mixedness, given the 
small and unrepresentative nature of the sample, these cases are meant to 
illustrate the complexity and contingent nature of racial identifications, 
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and the difficulties inherent in the use of ethnic and racial terminology and 
categories to capture what is in effect a moving target.  
An open-ended question about identification 
In this section, I draw upon some cases to illustrate (a) the diversity of 
responses provided to an open-ended question about identification; and 
(b) the difficulty of taking even open-ended responses at face value and 
thus the need to interpret what their descriptions revealed about these 
respondents. 
Respondents were first asked to fill in an unprompted, open-ended 
question: Please describe your racial/ethnic identity in your own words.  
Overall, 60% of the respondents named two groups, such as ‗Indian 
and English‘, ‗White British mixed with Black African‘, while 20% of our 
respondents named three or more groups. For example, one respondent 
wrote ‗half British, three-eights Vietnamese, one-eighth French‘. Some 
young people provided even more detail about their physical appearance: 
‗My father is white Irish and my mother is mixed black Antiguan and white 
British. I call myself a mixed race even though my skin is white.‘  
Almost all of the survey respondents understood this question to 
refer to a factual description of their parental heritage, and most 
respondents wrote down each parent‘s ethnic and/or racial background. 
On the basis of the responses to this open-ended survey question, one 
might take these responses at face value and conclude that these written 
descriptions actually reflected the racial identifications of the respondents. 
In some cases, these open-ended responses did mesh with the ways in 
which respondents saw themselves.  
However, in the interviews which followed, it became evident that 
many of the respondents were quite clear that their parents‘ ethnic/racial 
backgrounds did not necessarily reflect the way in which they saw 
themselves. As Berthoud (1998) has cogently argued, we must not conflate 
actual parental heritage with one‘s identification, as the two may not be the 
same.  
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 140 
For example, Stephen described himself as ‗half Chinese, half 
European‘. But in the interview he revealed that he did not really conceive 
of himself in ethnic and racial terms: ‗I don‘t particularly think of myself in 
that way; it‘s just the most factually accurate.‘ Stephen realised that other 
people did not see him as a White person (on the basis of his appearance) 
and were uncertain about his ethnic background, but he primarily 
identified as someone who was committed to left-wing politics and a love 
of maths. As illustrated here, the use of specific ethnic and racial terms 
requires further investigation – does the term used refer to one‘s actual 
parentage or does it also refer to one‘s own identification? Furthermore, 
how salient is one‘s ethnic and racial background to one‘s sense of self? 
Another Chinese and English respondent, Nick, responded to the 
open-ended survey question in this way: ‗An ambiguous citizen of the 
world, white most of the time.‘ Yet in the interview it was revealed that he 
was extremely invested in his Chinese heritage, with a wide social network 
of Chinese friends, including a British Chinese girlfriend, and a strong 
interest in China and Chinese culture. He revealed that while many 
(though not all) people assumed that he was White, based on his physical 
appearance, he did not see himself as a (racially) White person. For Nick, 
being ‗white most of the time‘ meant that his primary cultural references 
and upbringing, including his neighbourhood and schooling, had been 
mostly White.  
Daniel, who was raised mostly by his Black Barbadian mother, 
described himself in this way: ‗Barbados from my mother‘s mother‘s 
family, India from my mother‘s father, Wales and England from my 
father‘s family.‘ Although he was especially interested in his mother‘s 
ancestry, he claimed that he did not identify along racial lines and that his 
primary sense of identification was regional: as someone from Manchester. 
When asked about how other people perceived him in racial terms, Daniel 
said: 
 Well, it’s confusing but I kind of like it because it 
means that if I meet somebody before I’ve talked 
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to them, the first thing when somebody looks at 
you … I don’t think people know what to think 
when they see me. But I like it … it keeps it open 
for me.  
Unlike some of the other part-Black respondents in the study, Daniel 
did not feel automatically pigeonholed into a ‗Black‘ category, and 
appeared to reject fixed notions of racial difference.  
In comparison with Daniel, Keith was very clear about feeling Black. 
Keith, who described himself as ‗White British and Black Jamaican‘, 
acknowledged his mixed heritage but saw himself primarily as Black, and 
as a ‗minority‘. Although he had been raised solely by his White mother 
(since he was six years old) and had had little contact with his father, he 
had a strong sense of being Black. He reported that most White people saw 
him as Black and he was aware of the negative social value associated with 
being Black: ‗I don‘t feel as if black people judge me on my skin tone, I feel 
more comfortable around other black people or ethnic minorities.‘  
The use of disparate, specifically worded questions could also elicit 
different responses from the same individual (Lopez 2003; Harris and Sim 
2002). This can be illustrated by one respondent in our study responding 
to a series of different questions in our survey. In response to the open-
ended survey question, Sebastien described himself in this way: ‗My father 
is Franco-Syrian and partly Lebanese and my mother is British.‘ But when 
asked if he could name just one racial/ethnic group that contributed most 
strongly to his identity, he wrote ‗Arab‘. Yet in response to yet another 
question about which mode of description best described him (out of a 
choice of five options), the respondent chose ‗I do not identify at all along 
racial/ethnic groups lines‘ – something which was probed in the 
subsequent in-depth interview. This example illustrates not only the 
potential variability of responses from a respondent (which would suggest 
quite different senses of that person‘s sense of self) but also that the terms 
and descriptions used by the respondent cannot be regarded as obvious or 
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taken at face value. All of the different responses need to be considered and 
interpreted, as part of a larger puzzle, in making sense of someone‘s sense 
of self. 
In fact, the meanings and significance of race, and of their mixed 
heritage, was quite variable across our sample of interviewees: while race 
and/or being mixed race was said to be entirely unimportant (or a mere 
afterthought) for some respondents, others talked about the ways in which 
race and being mixed shaped their identifications and/or lives more 
generally. For some respondents, being mixed was central to how they saw 
themselves. Yet, for others, being mixed was relatively unimportant in 
relation to being British or when compared with one‘s religion or one‘s 
area of study.  
Interpreting the ‘best single race’ question 
In addition to the open-ended survey question discussed above, 
respondents were also asked: If you had to name just one racial/ethnic 
group – the one that contributes most strongly to your identity – which 
group would that be? 
Like previous analysts employing this type of question, we 
anticipated that the responses to this question would be indicators of a 
leaning toward one ancestry over another. But, as discussed above, we did 
not expect that responses to this question could be taken in isolation from 
interview discussions of what these chosen terms meant. In fact, the in-
depth interviews often revealed a degree of complexity and tension in 
respondents‘ answers that were not discernible in the survey responses on 
their own.  
Not all the respondents chose one single race – almost one-third 
(32%) of respondents refused in principle to choose just one race, 
especially if they felt strongly mixed. The Black/White respondents in this 
study were most likely to assert a mixed identification, in which they 
refused to choose only one ‗race‘ (or in some cases claimed to transcend 
racial categorisation and thinking). It was relatively straightforward to 
interpret the responses of those who refused to choose only one race, but 
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interpreting the choices of those who did choose a best single race was less 
straightforward, especially in the case of those who chose White and, to a 
lesser extent, those who chose a single non-White race or ethnicity. In this 
section, we focus on cases where respondents chose either White (or White 
British, or British, or European) or Black (or some variation on Black such 
as Black African or Black Caribbean). While White and British are arguably 
racial and national terms respectively, many of the respondents who chose 
White effectively invoked meanings about national and cultural belonging 
in Britain, as I demonstrate below. 
A number of East Asian/White respondents (and not exclusively this 
group) who chose White (or other variants) as their best single race 
articulated a sense of cultural and national belonging in Britain. 
Christopher, who had a Chinese mother and a White English father, chose 
White as his best single race. When asked why he chose White, he later 
explained in interview: 
Because I was brought up in England all my life, 
amongst a predominantly White population I 
feel strongly attached to, my identity was 
mostly formed by White culture. Although I 
would acknowledge myself as mixed, with 
Chinese heritage, I haven’t had that much 
influence from my Chinese side. My contact with 
my Chinese relatives has been limited, whereas 
I’ve grown up with my father’s English relatives. 
Later in the interview, Christopher also reported that he felt unable 
to claim a Chinese heritage, since he did not speak a Chinese dialect and 
knew little about Chinese culture. Many of the respondents were self-
conscious about the fact that they did not have the cultural knowledge and 
skills typically associated with someone who was Chinese. Clearly, if one 
employed the best single race question on its own (without a follow-up 
interview), one could get the impression that Christopher saw himself as 
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White – end of story. But without his explanation of why he chose White, 
and what he meant by this term, we would get a rather distorted and 
limited understanding of how Christopher thought of himself.  
In fact, we found that many of the part-East Asian respondents such 
as Christopher distanced themselves from the idea of being racially White. 
While some respondents were seen by others as White, the majority of East 
Asian/White respondents reported that they were seen as physically 
indeterminate, ‗different‘ or foreign. For most of these respondents, 
choosing White or White British as the group that contributed most 
strongly to their identity meant that they were first and foremost British in 
cultural terms.  
There was also considerable diversity among respondents who chose 
White (or White British, or European). Some of those who had chosen 
White also conveyed a strong sense of being mixed race. For instance, Julia 
(of Chinese and English descent) indicated ‗White?‘ (clearly expressing 
uncertainty), but in her interview she revealed that being mixed race was a 
fundamental part of who she was, not least because people always asked 
her about her unusual and indeterminate appearance. Thus, while Julia 
chose White for similar reasons as those articulated by Christopher above, 
she also saw herself as a mixed person who truly straddled existing racial 
and ethnic categories.  
Furthermore, the choice of White or White British as a best single 
race did not reveal whether this asserted identification was validated by 
other people. George, who had a Chinese mother and a White English 
father, reported that, despite the fact that he most identified with White 
British culture and norms, he was always treated like a foreigner on the 
basis of his ‗Chinese‘ appearance. As George explained ruefully, ‗I‘m one of 
the most patriotic people you‘ll ever meet.‘ But because of his physical 
appearance his claim to Britishness was constantly questioned. Thus the 
physical appearance of Eurasian people, such as George, was fundamental 
in shaping the identity options that they possessed (Song 2003). 
We now turn to some of the Black/White respondents in this study 
who chose a best single race, most of whom chose Black (though more 
Chapter 6: The racial identification of ‘mixed race’ young people in 
Britain 
 145 
Black/White respondents refused to choose only one race). Even among 
those who chose Black, what motivated such a choice could reflect very 
different experiences and meanings associated with Black. For instance, 
Natalie, who was Black Jamaican and English, chose Black. Nevertheless, 
in her interview, she revealed she saw herself first and foremost as a mixed 
race person who felt quite conflicted about where she belonged:  
I feel I’m not one or the other, but I know I’m 
both. For example, my older sister X, who’s fully 
Black, she said to me, ‘Say if White and Black 
people were at war, and there was a group of 
White people who were on one side and a group 
of Black people were on the other side of the 
street, which one would you go ter [sic]?’ I said I 
couldn’t go to either, because I don’t feel fully 
part of one defined group. 
Furthermore, when queried about why she had chosen Black, 
Natalie reported that that was how she was usually seen by the wider 
society. While she was in no way unhappy with being part-Black, her 
experience of being mixed had been, in certain ways, unsettling. 
In comparison with Natalie, who reported feeling quite uncertain 
about the group to which she most belonged, Patricia, who chose Black 
British/Caribbean as her best single race, explained that while she knew 
she was actually of mixed parentage she effectively lived her life as a Black 
woman, and was comfortable with other people seeing her as a Black 
person: ‗I feel accepted by this group, and I have most in common with 
them.‘ Patricia noted that most of her friends at university were Black 
people, and that she did not think that most Black university students 
really distinguished between ‗pure‘ Black people and mixed race people 
were who were part-Black.  
On its own, the best single race question is potentially distorting 
because it may give the impression that people possess a more unified and 
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singular racial identification than is actually the case. The use of such a 
survey question in isolation (as in many US surveys) reveals nothing about 
the relative importance (or complexity) of one‘s ethnic and racial 
identification and background. For instance, although they both chose 
White, Julia did not feel like a White person (though she was very 
comfortable in predominantly White settings), while George desperately 
wanted to be accepted as White British but wasn‘t, given his ‗Chinese‘ 
appearance.  
Conclusion 
As shown by the introduction of a mixed race category in the 2001 British 
census, racial taxonomies and the enumeration of ethnic and racial 
difference is a politicised and historically variable process. In an era of 
identity politics, critical reflection upon the ways in which ethnic and racial 
terms are employed and legitimated in officialdom can be neglected. There 
is also often a time lag between what is thought to reflect ‗reality‘ by 
officialdom and what is actually happening on the ground – whether it be 
specific social practices and trends, or the use of particular classifications 
and terminologies. 
In this chapter, I argue that many studies‘ reliance on survey 
questions which employ only one measure of racial identification (without 
in-depth interviews) seriously limits a nuanced understanding of the 
potential complexity, fluidity and contingencies surrounding the dynamics 
of ethnic and racial identification among multiracial young people in 
contemporary western societies today. What we understand to be ‗the‘ 
mixed race population in Britain is clearly a very diverse set of peoples, 
practices and experiences. 
What became particularly clear in the interviews was that the ethnic 
and racial terms chosen by respondents (in the survey questions) were not 
necessarily a good indicator of how they saw themselves, or of how they 
experienced their mixedness or racial identities – whether in open 
response questions or in questions about choosing a ‗best single race‘. The 
ethnic/racial terms chosen by respondents needed to be interpreted and 
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interrogated, as they did not reveal the complex meanings or the relative 
centrality of race or mixedness in these respondents‘ lives (Song and 
Hashem 2010). Nor did these terms necessarily capture the formative and 
changeable nature of identification over time. 
Not only may respondents describe themselves variably in response 
to differently worded questions, but we also illustrate the complexity 
involved in interpreting the racial identifications of  multiracial young 
people when they have been asked to choose one group or race which they 
feel most strongly contributes to their identities. Various studies in the 
USA have recently employed a best single race question to demonstrate the 
leanings, and ethnic options, of different types of multiracial groups. 
However, when we followed up the survey questions with in-depth 
interviews, in which they were queried about their choice of a best single 
race, we found that their responses to this question, in isolation, could be 
misleading – especially for those who chose White. 
The focus on East Asian/White mixed young people in Britain found 
that those who chose White as their best single race did not necessarily 
mean that they saw themselves as White people. While some with a more 
White appearance (by prevailing social norms) could be seen as White by 
wider society, most of these respondents reported that they were seen as 
being physically indeterminate and somehow ‗different‘. In choosing 
White, White British, English or European, these respondents stressed 
their cultural belonging in Britain and in western societies more generally, 
even though their claims to belonging were not always validated by others. 
Instead of conceiving of the category White in specifically racial terms (as 
is the tendency in US surveys), the respondents reported a strong 
affiliation with the White side of their parentage – most notably because 
(a) they were raised in predominantly White, western settings; and (b) 
their contact and knowledge of their East Asian family and culture, 
including their knowledge of an Asian language, was typically limited. 
The interviews revealed that there was no automatic correspondence 
between the choice of specific groups or terms with particular modes of 
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behaviour, thinking or overall social experiences. The chosen terms do not 
speak for themselves, as they require careful interpretation. Clearly, 
reliance on one particularly close-ended measure of something as 
complicated as ‗race‘ can be problematic for understanding the diverse, 
lived experiences of multiracial people in Britain today. 
In an increasingly multiethnic society in which being mixed is likely 
to be less and less uncommon, and where ‗super-diversity‘ is evident 
(Vertovec 2007), it is important that public policy is informed by research 
that captures the complexity and variability among multiracial individuals 
who may use a variety of ethnic, racial, religious, national and regional 
terms to describe themselves. Of course, ethnic and racial labels in 
common usage still carry a lot of weight across many contexts but the 
heretofore dominant meanings which are associated with particular terms 
and categories are not impervious to change. In particular, we need to be 
aware of the fact that for many multiracial young people (including a 
considerable number of part-Black individuals), one‘s race may not always 
be of consequence in all settings. Specific identifications can vary over 
time, to become ‗thicker‘ or ‗thinner‘, depending on a variety of factors; 
identifications can be manipulated for particular ends, but at the same 
time, they may also be experienced as seemingly innate (Cornell and 
Hartmann 1998). 
Furthermore, the meanings of the racial and national categories 
chosen by respondents are very much in flux, with some overlap and 
interchangeability evidenced in the use of racial, ethnic and national terms. 
In comparison with the USA, different understandings of the term ‗White‘ 
emerged in this study, connoting a more cultural sense of belonging in 
mainstream Britain – though, of course, the very fact that ‗White‘ was 
equated with mainstream Britishness for many of our respondents speaks 
volumes. Future research needs to address the interactions between the 
racial identifications of mixed young people and variables such as gender, 
class and region. 
Increasingly, it is clear that there is no single multiracial experience 
in Britain. Multiracial experiences can differ across disparate types of 
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mixed groups, but we would also stress that there is considerable variation 
within groups. There are some important methodological and theoretical 
implications of this study. Interpreting the racial identifications of 
respondents (especially those who are adolescents and young adults at key 
developmental and transitional stages in their lives) based on one measure 
of this complex variable in a survey courts the real danger of getting an 
incomplete and distorted picture of how mixed people conceive of and 
experience their racial identifications. Interviews were crucial in being able 
to probe the meanings of the terms people used and the role that ‗race‘ and 
mixedness have played in their lives. 
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Chapter 7 
The sociological implications of 
demographic diversity 
Michael Banton, University of Bristol 
 
Any consideration of the relevance to the United Kingdom of critical race 
theory (CRT) should take account of the special factors in the USA that 
stimulated and shaped the character of the movement. It should also 
acknowledge the distinction between social theory and social practice. 
Social practice has usually to be considered within the frameworks of 
national institutions, whereas social theory has to promote comparison 
within and between societies.  
When comparing practice in different countries, it is essential to 
allow for the way in which decisions taken at one point in time limit the 
alternatives that are available subsequently. Economists and political 
scientists analyse this limitation as a sign of path dependence. The 
influence of path dependence on developments in five states, the USA, 
France, Germany, Sweden and the UK, will be summarised. With the 
creation of the Council of Europe (COE) and the European Union (EU), all 
five are adopting common policies. 
Path dependence 
The course of US history was profoundly influenced by an ‗unthinking 
decision‘ whereby, as a clergyman complained in 1680, ‗two words, Negro 
and Slave‘ are ‗by custom grown Homogeneous and Convertible‘ (Jordan 
1968: 44, 97). The division of the population into Blacks and Whites 
established the framework for chattel slavery. To a later generation (e.g. 
Gross 2008) it appears as if Whites in the USA prior to the civil war of 
1861–1865 thought of their relations with Blacks in terms now known as 
‗racial‘, but in the early decades of that century Whites represented Blacks 
as culturally rather than biologically backward and justified slavery 
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primarily on the grounds that it was authorised by the Bible. It was the 
abolition of slavery that led them to take up doctrines of inherent Black 
inferiority. This change provided the intellectual framework for post-
emancipation segregation, and for the power structure that confronted the 
civil rights movement of the 1960s. That movement further polarised 
relations between Blacks and Whites in order to reduce segregation. By the 
1980s it appeared that the gains of the civil rights era were being cut back 
and the critical legal studies movement was born in the law schools. This 
developed into CRT, a movement rather than a theory, which held its first 
conference in 1989.  
The continuing influence of the Black–White division was evident in 
the US census of 2000. Question 5 asked ‗Is this person Spanish/ 
Hispanic/Latino?‘ and required the person answering to tick an 
appropriate box. Question 6 asked ‗What is this person‘s race?‘ and offered 
a set of boxes, beginning with three categories: ‗White‘; ‗Black, African 
Am., or Negro‘; and ‗American Indian or Alaska Native‘. Question 6 had its 
origins in a time when attention focused on the categories Black and 
White. Public discourse perpetuates the dichotomy, as if persons of mixed 
origin and intermediate colour are anomalies. The inauguration of a 
president who is equally of Black and White origin, and of intermediate 
colour, may help undermine the tendency for the word ‗race‘ to evoke an 
obsolete conception of distinct social categories. 
At the opposite pole to the USA‘s experience is that of France. In 
1789 the French created a secular republic. Its legislators adopted a 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen that in its first article 
declared: ‗Men [humans] are born and remain free and equal in rights. 
Social distinctions may be based only on common utility.‘ This is a non-
negotiable presumption of French society from which the legislature has 
deduced that the state must be colour-blind. It is exemplified in the data 
protection law of 1978 which specifies that data on racial origins may not 
be stored electronically without the express agreement of the persons 
concerned. It is also exemplified in the 1991 decision of the constitutional 
council that the legislature could not refer to le peuple Corse (the people of 
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Corsica), even as part of the French nation, because this would admit a 
distinction based on ethnic origin contrary to article 2 of the constitution 
(which provided that the republic ‗shall ensure the equality of all citizens 
before the law without distinction of origin, race or religion‘).  
The course of developments in France, as in other European states, 
has been profoundly influenced by the creation in 1949 of the COE and, by 
successive treaties over the years, of the contemporary EU. In 1950 the 
COE adopted the European Convention on Human Rights and created a 
court in Strasbourg to oversee its implementation. Subsequently, other 
human rights standards have been defined and special institutions 
established. 
One of these institutions is the European Commission against 
Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) of 1993. Composed of members appointed 
by governments, ECRI monitors states‘ observance of their obligations in 
this field. States have to report on what they have done to fulfil their 
obligations. Selected ECRI members then visit the country and meet with 
representatives of relevant bodies before issuing their report (see Krizsán 
2001: 45–61). France, Germany, Sweden and the UK have all reported 
several times on their policies and actions, and ECRI has issued reports 
commenting on the extent to which they have fulfilled their obligations. In 
1995, COE member states also approved the Framework Convention on the 
Protection of National Minorities. France has not so far ratified this 
Convention, possibly because of the stance it took when acceding to the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, when the French 
government declared that article 27 relating to minority rights was not 
applicable to France. To recognise the existence of a minority would be to 
accept the presence of an intermediary between the citizen and the state; 
that was unacceptable. So it can be seen that in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries the French institutionalised principles for the 
organisation of their society without any foreknowledge that they would 
later have to facilitate the integration of large numbers of citizens of North 
African origin. When that became a problem of social and political policy, 
their freedom of action was restricted by past decisions.  
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Muslim immigrants in European societies have been subject to a 
comparable limitation. They believe themselves to be under an obligation 
to spread the true faith and therefore consider a prime purpose of 
education to be to inculcate that faith. When, in France, they are told that 
the propagation of their faith is for private institutions outside the 
classroom, they are understandably dissatisfied. 
There is therefore little likelihood that anything like CRT might be 
developed in France. For anyone, either of French ancestry or of 
immigrant descent, to base an action on an assumption that humans 
belong in races would be to defy one of the republic‘s founding principles. 
Nor is the position so very different in Germany or Sweden.  
The EU works differently from the COE. The European Council, 
consisting of heads of EU governments, meets annually. Its members may 
agree the terms of a document, such as the one designed ‗to implement the 
principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or 
ethnic origin‘, issued as Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000. 
Any failure on the part of a state to implement it can be the basis for an 
action before the Court of Justice in Luxembourg. Thus, in specified 
respects, European law now overrides national law. 
Path dependence is not only a matter of constitutional and legal 
limitations. Decisions to permit or encourage labour migration have 
consequences for future generations. In the post-1945 period, France, West 
Germany, Sweden and the UK all admitted migrant workers, first from the 
‗near abroad‘ (North Africa, East Germany, Finland and Ireland
11
 
respectively) and then from countries outside Europe. By the process of 
‗family reunification‘ and by the contracting of marriages with spouses in 
their countries of origin, distinctive immigrant communities became 
 
11  On the constitutional implications of Irish immigration, see Paul 1997: 90–110. 
The recent history of Northern Ireland provides a striking example of negotiation 
between two parties, each of which has been highly path-dependent.
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established. When the migrant workers were first welcomed, there was no 
discussion of these possible consequences. The demographic diversity in 
Europe also resulted from unthinking decisions. 
Germany‘s migration policy was governed by a nationality law that 
defined Germans as all those descended from people who lived on what 
counted as German soil in 1913. The nation was regarded as an ethnic unit. 
To become German by naturalisation an applicant had to renounce any 
other citizenship because no one could be allowed to identify with a second 
ethnic community. Germany recognises as national minorities only the 
Danish minority, the Sorbian people, the Frisians in Germany and the 
German Sinti and Roma. It is also important to remember that Germany‘s 
experience of racial theorising during the Nazi era forbids any suggestion 
that humans belong in races. 
Sweden has its own experience of racial theorising and once had an 
official policy under which those considered biologically unfit were 
sterilised. It wants no more of such talk. In 1999 the Swedish parliament 
declared that ‗there is no scientific justification for dividing humanity into 
distinct races and from a biological standpoint consequently no 
justification for using the word race with reference to humans … the 
government in international connections should try to see that usage of the 
word race with reference to humans is avoided in official texts so far as is 
possible‘. The five groups acknowledged as national minorities in Sweden 
are: the Sámi, who are also an indigenous people; the Swedish Finns; the 
inhabitants of Tornedal (a valley in the far north where many speak 
Finnish); the Roma; and the Jews. In Sweden, the expression ‗ethnic 
minorities‘ as a designation of immigrants and their descendants has been 
dropping out of use because it is seen as distracting attention from the 
differences between individuals assigned to such categories. 
As a scene for the possible application of CRT, the UK comes closest 
of European countries to the USA, as illustrated by the use of the 
classification ‗Black and ethnic minorities‘ in official documents and by the 
‗Black Atlantic‘ theme. Path dependence has been illustrated by the effects 
of the 1948 British Nationality Act. Because New Commonwealth 
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immigrants entered the UK as citizens rather than as aliens (Hansen 2000: 
30–4), and because this migration occurred earlier than comparable 
immigration to other EU countries, the processes of so-called ‗integration‘ 
have developed further in Britain than in other countries of the EU. The 
government has reported to the COE: ‗The term ‗national minority‘ has no 
legal meaning in the UK [and] that it ratified the Framework Convention 
on the understanding that it would be applied with reference to ‗racial 
groups‘ within the meaning of Section 3(1) of the Race Relations Act 1976.‘ 
The UK is a society very different from the USA, and one that is 
growing closer to the other countries of Europe. These countries are set on 
their own trajectory. In their eyes, the US conception of ‗race‘ is a deviant 
form of classification; it is not a paradigm case for the analysis of the social 
relations between persons of different ethnic origin or phenotype. In 
Europe, immigrants and their descendants, even allowing for distinctions 
of national origin, are such a heterogeneous category that analysis has to 
be based on individual characteristics. 
Demographic change in the UK 
There has been a significant increase in the number of persons with 
multiple ethnic origins, many of whom wish to have more than one of their 
lines of ancestry recognised. The number of children in Great Britain 
whose mothers assigned them to a non-White ethnic category increased 
over the period 1984–1995, from 655,000 to 1,171,000 (Banton 1997: 142). 
In the 2001 UK census, 677,117 persons were recorded as being of mixed 
origin, 14.5% of the non-White population; half of them were under 16 and 
four-fifths were born in the UK. In England and Wales, 88.7% of children 
up to the age of 15 were recorded as belonging in the White ethnic group, 
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5.8% as Asian, 2.5% as Black and 2.7% of mixed origin.
12
 Some of those 
recorded as Black may very well have been biologically of mixed origin.  
The rate of increase in marriages, or unions, between persons who 
assigned themselves to different ethnic categories has been associated with 
the timing of settlement in Britain. In general, migrants from the 
Caribbean settled earliest, followed by migrants from India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and then Africa. Table 1 shows an association between the rate 
of formation of interethnic unions and the timing of settlement. 
Table 1: Couples: percentages of partners with a White spouse, 
England & Wales, 2001 
  Married couples   Cohabiting couples 
Origin  Males  Females Males  Females 
India  5.72  4.90  46.16  41.66 
Pakistan  4.30  2.32  31.84  21.91 
Bangladesh 2.57  1.56  26.22  30.45 
Black Caribbean   24.57            17.12  48.03  27.46 
Black African         13.88              9.38  20.62  14.22 
Chinese            11.09            25.51  36.24  51.97 
Mixed origin 66.45            64.57  82.17  77.47 
 
Source: Tables C0056 and C0849 2001: Crown Copyright 2004© 
Note: the census recorded 10,317,649 persons living as part of a married 
couple, and 1,913,000 couples composed of cohabiting persons of opposite 
sex. The columns indicate the percentages of these totals. For a different 
 
12  The expression ‗mixed‘ implies that there is a category ‗unmixed‘ and that 
‗mixed‘ is a deviation from this norm. This implication can be avoided by noting 
that some persons have multiple ethnic origins.
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presentation of these data, with a breakdown of the totals, see Voas 2009: 
1504–08. 
The census data can be supplemented by figures from the Labour 
Force Survey which is based on a sample of 60,000 households. By 2008 
this projected the number of children of multiple ethnic origin as 232,563, 
an increase of 30% since 1995. Table 2 reports the classification of children 
by ethnic origin, compared with that of the female acting as mother. In 
calculating percentages, cases in which the mother‘s ethnic origin was not 
known have been excluded. 
Table 2: Ethnic origin of children in Great Britain, 2008, by age 
and mother’s country of birth 
  0–4 yrs   5–9 yrs   10–15 yrs  0–15 yrs 
Total, GB 3,638,192 3,334,653 4,257,007* 11,229,853 
% UK-born  79.04         81.79         84.28           81.84 
% UK-born, mother 
White   91.79         92.59         94.75           93.19 
Mixed   3.39           2.44           1.90            2.53 
Asian or  
Asian-British  3.16           2.62           1.44             2.33 
Black or  
Black British  1.17           1.67          1.26             1.35 
Chinese  -               -                 -             0.03 
 
Source: ©Crown Copyright@ons.gov.uk 
* The 10–15 column covers six years; the figure of 3,550,163 would 
therefore be more suitable for any comparison with the totals in the two 
preceding columns. 
Table 3, using figures from the Labour Force Survey, and starting 
with Bangladeshis as a relatively recently settled population, casts further 
light on the rate of formation of interethnic unions. It is characteristic of 
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migratory movements that males migrate first, so there is a gender 
imbalance and the formation of interethnic unions is initially led by males. 
That significantly more females than males of Caribbean and mixed origin 
were living with a White partner in 2008 suggests that subsequently 
females may take over in choosing partners of another ethnic origin, 
maybe in reaction to male conceptions of the partner relationship. The 
degree of ethnic mixture then increases substantially in the next 
generation. 
Table 3: Couples: males and females living with a White partner, 
by ethnic origin, Great Britain 
Ethnic origin            1984            1995           2008 
Bangladesh  males  6*   3*   2 
            females  1*   0*   0 
Pakistan          males  6*   7   2 
  females  1*   1   2 
India  males  5   7   4 
  females  3   7   5 
Caribbean males  20*             38*             11 
  females             13*             20*             72 
Black African  males  -  -   6 
  females  -  -   9 
Chinese  males  -  7*   3 
  females   -             21*             33 
Mixed origin males  46*             63*             25 
  females             50*             67*             67 
 
Sources: ©Crown copyright@ons.gov.uk; Banton 1988: 94 ; 1997: 144. 
Note: in 1984 the Bangladesh and Pakistan categories were combined; the 
total number of couples involved was 83 for males and 79 for females; an 
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asterisk (*) marks totals of less than 95 cases and therefore of lesser 
reliability. For 1995, the author has combined ‗Black mixed‘ with ‗Other 
mixed‘, and for 2008, ‗White and Black Caribbean‘, ‗White and Black 
African‘, ‗White and Asian‘ and ‗Other mixed‘. Of the persons recorded as 
‗Other mixed‘, 7% of males and 21% of females were with another ‗Other 
mixed‘ partner. Many children of mixed origin will have been in single-
parent households, for which there is no allowance in this table. 
In all European countries, immigrants from outside Europe, and 
their descendants, live disproportionately in the big cities. According to 
Wikipedia (accessed 25 October 2009), London, with a population of 
7,355,400 in 2006, claims to be one of the most ethnically diverse cities on 
earth, with over 300 languages spoken in it and more than 50 non-
indigenous communities. According to 2006 estimates, 30.6% of London's 
population is non-White, while 42% belong to groups other than White 
British. Table 4 details the percentages by ethnic group. London is said to 
be home to possibly the largest Nigerian expatriate community in the 
world, a population of somewhere between 610,000 and 2,300,000, so 
that Peckham is sometimes known as Little Lagos or Yorubatown.  
Despite such residential concentrations, no areas resemble what in 
the USA would be considered ghettoes. A systematic comparison has 
concluded:  
[I]n Chicago, 60 per cent of the Black population 
in 2000 lived in tracts where they formed over 
90 per cent of the population. Only 12 per cent of 
Leicester‘s Indians, compared with 74 per cent of 
Chicago‘s Blacks, lived in wards or tracts in 
which they formed over 70 per cent of the 
population. Figures for Bradford, the other 
claimed ghettoised city, are even lower than 
those for Leicester. Moreover, these are not 
enforced concentrations in the American sense.  
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(Peach 2009: 1392). 
 
 
Table 4: Population of London, by ethnic group 
     Percentage 
White      69.4 
White British   58.0 
White Irish     2.5 
Other White     8.9 
Mixed         3.5 
 White and Black Caribbean   1.0 
 White and Black African      0.5 
 White and South Asian      1.0 
Other mixed     1.0 
South Asian     13.1 
 Indian      6.5 
 Pakistani     2.3 
 Bangladeshi     2.3 
 Other South Asian    2.0 
Black      10.7 
 Black Caribbean       4.3 
 Black African     5.5 
 Other Black     0.8 
East Asian or Other      3.4 
 Chinese        1.5 
 Other      1.9 
 
The growth in the number of persons classified as mixed is of 
particular significance but there is no agreement about the most 
appropriate name for this section of the population. Peter Aspinall (2009) 
has listed the expressions employed by four different departments of 
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central government and published on their websites. Table 5 records the 
preferences expressed by a sample of students compared with the general 
population. 
 
 
Table 5: Respondents’ preferences for general terms for mixed 
race 
General term  General population      Student survey 
   survey 
n=74    n=326 
I do not identify as mixed race 1    15 
I identify as mixed race and prefer the terms … 
Mixed parentage   10    42 
Mixed race   32    176 
Dual heritage   5    38 
Mixed heritage   11    58 
Multiracial   2    32 
Biracial    –    13 
Multiethnic   –    23 
Mixed origins   4    51 
Some other term   4    16 
No preference   4    60 
I never think about it  3    62 
 
The reliability of responses to questions about ethnic classification is 
not high. According to Peter Aspinall, when, in the USA, those who 
assigned themselves to the mixed category in the census were retested, 
60% switched to either the Black or the White category. He has reworked 
British census findings and calculated that, of those who were classified as 
mixed in the 1991 census, 28.9% of the White and Black Caribbean 
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category, 31.7% of the White and Black African category, 49% of the White 
and Asian category, and 44.0% of the Other mixed category classified 
themselves as White in the 2001 census. 
How individuals identify themselves ethnically depends on 
circumstances. It cannot be assumed that in everyday social situations they 
will identify themselves in the same way as when they respond to a 
question on a census form. As Ballard (1997: 189) has emphasised, ethnic 
origin is not a reliable measure of ethnic identification. Nor is outward 
appearance. Two persons who look alike, one classed as Black African and 
the other as Black Caribbean, may identify differently. Above all, it must be 
remembered that persons who assign themselves to the same ethnic 
category often report very different experience of relations with persons 
assigned to other categories. As yet, there are no good measures of these 
differences. 
Social practice and social theory 
Successful political action requires the identification of one or more issues 
and the mobilisation of opinion in favour of change. Sometimes 
mobilisation is more easily secured if opinion can be polarised. 
In Britain, the political elite adopted the idiom of race in the mid-
1950s. This was not an unthinking decision but a conscious one; it set the 
country on a particular path. There were other possibilities, as 
comparisons with France and Germany suggest. The first British proposal 
for legislation, in 1950, had been a Colour Bar Bill. Since 1994, there has 
been a law against ethnic discrimination on the Swedish statute book. 
International and European law defines racial discrimination so as to cover 
unequal treatment on grounds of colour and ethnic and national origin as 
well as on the grounds of race, but a proposal in Britain to legislate against 
ethnic rather than racial discrimination would have been less effective 
politically. The war against Nazism had defined racial discrimination as 
morally offensive. 
To present relations between incomers and the settled population in 
racial terms was to polarise them as the relations between two, or several, 
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categories of people. This facilitated the mobilisation of opinion in support 
of innovative policies. Adoption of the racial idiom was, I believe, central to 
policies that made Britain the leading country in Europe in the discharge of 
the obligations undertaken by states that are parties to the International 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination. 
Britain‘s legislation against indirect discrimination was a model for the 
European Council Directive 2000/43. Similarly, its establishment of the 
Community Relations Commission in 1970 became a model for the UN 
General Assembly‘s adoption in 1993 of the ‗Paris Principles‘ (Principles 
Relating to the Status and Functioning of National Institutions for the 
Protection and Promotion of Human Rights). British action in pioneering 
ethnic monitoring as a control on implementation of policy is regarded as 
being of high importance for improving practice in other countries 
(Krizsán 2001: 13). It seems improbable that these things would have 
happened had discussion of the issues continued to be framed in terms of 
‗the colour problem‘ or ‗the colour bar‘. Maybe, in addition, adoption of the 
racial idiom was a spur to social science research in this field, where 
Britain again became the leader within Europe. 
The racial idiom was employed to stigmatise expressions and actions 
believed to derive from obsolete and misconceived ideas about human 
differences. It therefore empowered minorities, opening up a line of 
criticism of majority attitudes and assumptions. The word ‗racist‘ became 
an epithet carrying a heavy charge of moral condemnation. This was 
illustrated by the use of the expression ‗institutional racism‘ in the 
Macpherson report (1999). The favourable public reception of this report 
enabled the Home Secretary to move the case for action against racial 
discrimination and disadvantage to the head of the political agenda. It 
shattered the complacency of the Metropolitan Police and of some other 
bureaucratic institutions. Macpherson‘s rhetoric was politically effective. 
The shift from the idiom of colour to that of race therefore had many 
positive outcomes. Some other developments were less clear-cut. For 
example, in the 1960s, there was a marked tendency for references to ‗race‘ 
to be equated with disputes over immigration. There might have been a 
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more productive debate about immigration policy had it not been 
confounded with ‗race‘, so in this connection adoption of the racial idiom 
may have had both positive and negative consequences. 
Polarisation created a maximal minority constituency in so far as it 
recruited to the minority cause many, but not all, persons of mixed origin, 
and many, but not all, persons of overseas origin who had been adopted by 
White couples. These persons might otherwise have stressed other social 
identifications. For example, at one time, one of Britain‘s most outstanding 
athletes was a man with a Nigerian father and a Scottish mother whom 
many would have accounted Black, but he did not identify himself as such, 
out of a sense, I understand, of loyalty to his mother. 
Seen in retrospect, it is notable that the discussions about 
immigration to Britain in the 1950s and 60s always focused on the demand 
for labour and whether governmental policies and White attitudes towards 
immigration were motivated by racism. As Roy Jenkins, twice Home 
Secretary, later wrote, ‗We might have been more cautious about allowing 
the creation in the 1950s of substantial Muslim communities here, 
although when one observes the, in some ways, greater problems which 
France and Germany have in this respect, it is an illusion to believe that in 
the integrated world of today any major country can remain exclusively 
indigenous.
13
 
There was no discussion of what sort of people the immigrants were, 
what sorts of society they might create as settlers and how they might wish 
to bring up their children. As a Swiss commentator observed (in German), 
‗We called for labour, but people came.‘ What sort of people settled in 
Britain? 
 
13 The Independent Magazine, 4 March 1989: 16.
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Dimensions of difference 
The section of the British population that descends from post-1945 
immigration is heterogeneous. Its component elements can be 
distinguished on various dimensions, including religious faith and national 
origin. Some migrant groups maintain active links with their homelands, 
including their political movements. The government of Morocco, for 
example, established special institutions that at one time succeeded in 
encouraging migrants to remit between 80 and 90% of their earnings for 
investment in the development of their homeland economy (Collyer et al. 
2009: 1557). Within each local migrant community much depends on the 
sector in which minority members have found employment, and their 
residential distribution. Communities are also differentiated by 
socioeconomic status, by changes from one generation to the next, and by 
intermarriage with the majority.  
Many individuals who, before migration, took for granted their 
religious faith and practice found that in the country of settlement their 
faith was of greater personal significance because it differentiated them 
from the ethnic majority. It could be a source of self-respect. Many 
Muslims prefer to be classified by their faith than by their ethnic or 
national origin. Within the Hindu population, many organise an active 
collective life on the basis of their faith. The same may be said of the 
Ismailis within the Muslim population. Sikhs stress their distinctiveness by 
visible symbols like the turban. In projecting the likely future of their 
communities, the example of the Jews may be more relevant than political 
movements among African Americans. 
A distinctive appearance, and, in particular, a distinctive skin colour, 
is important in the explanation of majority attitudes. It may be assumed 
that all communities will be ethnocentric to some degree. The 
ethnocentrism of the ethnic majority in Britain often results in an 
emotional exclusion of those who are assumed not to belong. This is far 
more wounding than majority members ever realise. The significance 
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attributed to variations in skin colour also contributes to the evaluation of 
socioeconomic status. 
Seen from the standpoint of social theory rather than social practice, 
CRT has been insufficiently critical. It has not analysed the significance 
attributed to human physical differences in differing settings, comparing 
this significance with that attributed to differences of gender, class, 
religion, and so on. It has not analysed the differences in the meanings of 
references to ‗race‘ in different settings and in different sectors of the 
population. Because the idiom of race is so important in the realm of 
practice, the arguments for superseding its employment in the realm of 
social theory have been overlooked. Since it is generally accepted that 
racial doctrines have an ideological character, and that it is in the nature of 
ideology to distort perceptions of reality, the task for sociologists is to 
analyse that reality in a manner that escapes such distortion. 
The significance ascribed to a characteristic like descent or skin 
colour can be a basis either for evaluating the entitlement of an individual 
or for the creation of a social category. That significance can create either a 
colour scale (in which individuals are ranked by socioeconomic status with 
complexion as one of the constituent elements taken into account) or a 
colour line (in which individuals are divided into distinct social categories 
of differential entitlement). In the same society there may be both a colour 
scale and a colour line. In the USA, the colour line is usually seen as a 
major feature of the total society and the colour scale (more usually 
referred to as ‗colorism‘) as a basis for distinction within the Black 
population, but White attitudes also reflect recognition of a colour scale 
(Hersh 2008). 
In analysing the operation of the colour scale, it is helpful to note the 
distinction (drawn by Kretch and Crutchfield 1948: 222–4) between 
relative willingness to be (i) exposed to an individual and (ii) identified 
with an individual. The first kind of preference, for differential exposure, 
can be important in interpersonal social contacts and be evident in a desire 
to associate with persons of a particular skin colour. The preference for 
lighter colour was challenged by the Black is Beautiful! campaign, yet 
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research by social psychologists shows that very many Black children in the 
USA still prefer a pale complexion. The second kind of preference, for 
differential identification, underlies the colour scale. It can be important in 
political contexts, for election campaigns often cultivate the inclination of 
voters to identify with candidates on the basis of skin colour. A candidate 
who seeks the votes of Black voters can be assessed according to whether 
he or she is sufficiently dark to evoke identification. 
There are also situations in which individuals prefer an intermediate 
complexion. Advertisers seek to appeal to as wide as possible a consumer 
market. They prefer to employ models with whom potential purchasers 
may identify. A fair rather than pale-skinned model may be one with whom 
both Blacks and Whites can identify.  
The significance ascribed to ethnic or national origin varies between 
societies and can vary over time within the same political unit (when 
sociologists refer to societies in the plural it is usually political units they 
have in mind). In the former Yugoslavia, for example, Serbs, Croats and 
others often lived together in the same villages. Sometimes they 
intermarried. Consciousness of ethnic difference was low. Then, when 
conflicts escalated elsewhere within the Federal Republic, relations 
changed. Many interethnic marriages were broken. A person‘s ethnic 
identification became important to their personal security. After the 
dissolution of the Federal Republic and some population movements, 
ethnic consciousness could decline again. It has been conventional to 
conceive of ethnogenesis as a process by which a set of individuals come to 
conceive of themselves as a people, but it would be more accurate to speak 
of ethnoacclivity and ethnodeclivity as processes by which the significance 
attributed to ethnic identification rises and declines. From a sociological 
standpoint it is as important to account for the absence of ethnic 
identification as for its presence.  
Ethnic identification is a composite of self-conception and 
categorisation by others. It gives an additional dimension to a social 
relation, influencing the disposition of each party towards the other. It is 
more than simply self-conception, in that the existence of a norm 
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specifying differential treatment itself creates or sustains any self-concept. 
It has also to be seen as an interaction between the individual and his or 
her social environment. The environment exerts a top-down pressure yet, 
important as this may be, it is not all-powerful. There is always upward 
pressure for change.  
The implications for research 
Many critics of the misuse of racial ideology look forward to the ideal of a 
society whose members regard each other as fellow citizens and place their 
civic obligations above any sentiments of identification with co-religionists 
or co-ethnics. It therefore falls to sociologists to explain why signs of ethnic 
or national origin, or differences of colour, evoke differential behaviour in 
circumstances in which civic norms might prevail. Most states have 
undertaken to ensure that civic norms prevail in public life, but at street 
level private or sectional norms often intrude. In private life, a preference 
for association with co-ethnics, co-religionists or persons of similar or 
higher social status may be both legitimate and influential. The sociologist 
should be able to learn from the economist and measure the prices people 
place upon such preferences. 
How is this to be done? Survey research, like population censuses, is 
dependent on folk conceptions of diversity. Ethnographic research cannot 
grasp all the variables. The solution has to lie in the development of 
experimental methods of a kind more familiar to social psychologists than 
to sociologists. One such technique is to describe a problem situation and 
to ask the interviewee to predict how it might be resolved. 
Research in Malaysia at the end of the 1980s made a beginning by 
measuring the relative significance of different kinds of norm. Malaysian 
graduate students asked some of their fellow countrymen and women how 
they thought a representative Malay would behave when deciding whether 
to patronise either a Malay grocer or a Chinese-origin grocer. Were they 
more concerned to buy their groceries cheaply or to help a co-ethnic? 
Similar questions were asked about the predicted behaviour of a 
representative Chinese Malaysian. This was part of an attempt to measure 
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the value subjects placed on alignment with a co-ethnic relative to three 
variables, namely possible financial advantage, possible status gain and 
personal obligation to a workmate (Banton 2000).  
Using similar techniques, it should be possible to measure, for given 
sections of the population in given situations, the preferences for 
alignment with persons who are perceived as co-ethnics, co-religionists, 
members of the same social group, etc., relative to each other and relative 
to the perceived costs and benefits of the alternative modes of action 
embodied in civic values like those of conformity with the law. Variations 
in such preferences pose a sociological as well as a policy problem.  
This would entail a search for underlying regularities, much as when 
Durkheim took up the study of suicide. In 1879, Enrico Morselli had 
published an excellent study of the available data, presenting it as a study 
of moral statistics. He analysed the effect of the many variables that might 
occur to a policy-maker: age, sex, marriage, widowhood, occupation, 
imprisonment, religion, racial type, latitude, temperature change, political 
crises, and the association between suicide and homicide rates. Twenty 
years later, Durkheim perceived that in this material there was also a 
sociological problem, one of social integration (on which see Johnson 
1965). He discovered hitherto unsuspected regularities underlying the 
variables previous examined.  
There is a lesson here. Sociologists should not allow concern with 
policy problems to impair the search for intellectual problems. One of 
these is the identification of the factors which govern the significance 
attributed to distinctions of ethnic origin. 
Conclusion 
It is noteworthy that the editors of a recent collection of readings 
characterise CRT by offering examples of it rather than by advancing a 
definition of it (Essed and Goldberg 2002: 1–11). The name designates a 
political programme that has not been designed for export. Nevertheless, 
within English-speaking countries, the idiom of race will continue to be 
politically important in the realm of social practice. 
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Social theory has to examine social relations of all kinds, and to find 
a place within general theory for the analysis of how relations are affected 
by differences of appearance and of alignment on the basis of ethnic 
identification. It has to do this in terms comparable with the analysis of the 
influence of gender, class, religion, language and similar bases for 
differentiation. In industrial societies, a multitude of factors influences the 
generation and maintenance of social inequalities. Though it may be 
politically expedient to represent these as self-reinforcing, the examination 
of how they operate in everyday life requires the isolation of their separate 
effects. In this way, the use of the idiom of race within sociological 
theorising can be superseded and the intellectual aspirations of CRT can be 
fulfilled. 
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Chapter 8 
‘Race does not exist here.’ Applying 
critical race theory to the French 
republican context 
Katya Salmi, University of Sussex 
 
‗Race does not exist here‘ is an oft-repeated phrase when discussing 
questions of racism, racial discrimination and, more important, anti-
racism in France. I was often reminded of this in interviews I conducted in 
Paris, France during fieldwork for my doctoral research. Race, as a concept 
and referent, continues to hold an extremely taboo position in French 
society. This manifests itself quite significantly within the social sciences 
(Simon 2008), but also extends into French civil society, the public sphere 
and public institutions. The persistent insistence that ‗race does not exist 
here‘ is at the root of the emerging paradox of attempting to conceptualise 
and analyse the continued (and growing?) problems of racism and racial 
discrimination in French society without acknowledging ‗race‘ as a social 
construction. This piece will demonstrate the relevance of critical race 
theory (CRT) for analysing French race relations and highlight some of the 
practical contributions this theoretical framework can provide. After an 
overview of how race came to be taboo in France, this paper will explore 
practical manifestations of the difficulties arising from anti-racism without 
races in civil society and legal approaches, based on interviews conducted 
with key actors on the French anti-racist scene.
14
  
 
14 Between March and April 2009, I conducted in-depth interviews with key actors 
working on racial discrimination for my doctoral thesis. Interviewees included civil 
society anti-racist organisations (SOS Racisme, LICRA, MRAP, LDH, MIR, 
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To contextualise the contemporary situation, it is necessary quickly 
to retrace the emergence of racial discrimination as an issue of public 
concern in contemporary France. In the late 1990s, the presumed failure of 
the republican model of integration increasingly began to be attributed to 
the racism and racial discrimination experienced by immigrants and their 
children, preventing their full insertion into French society. This point was 
further reinforced with the realisation that racial discrimination not only 
affects migrants but also French citizens (Fassin 2002). Gradually, official 
discourse shifted from emphasising general problems of racism within 
French society – exemplified by extreme right movements such as Le Pen‘s 
Front National – to focusing on racial discrimination as a form of access 
racism (Joppke 2007), reflecting the noxious effects everyday racism can 
have on access to goods and services (housing, employment, education, 
consumer goods, etc.).     
Growing concern over this widespread phenomenon only translated 
into a concrete shift in policy amidst European-wide efforts to curb racial 
discrimination, symbolised by the 2000/43/EC Directive, otherwise 
known as the ‗Race Equality Directive‘. This directive, unanimously passed 
in 2000 by all member states in record time (Guiraudon 2004; Bell 2002; 
Schiek 2002), imposed important reforms on French equality and anti-
discrimination legislation, which up to that point was quite sparse and 
ineffective in targeting direct or indirect forms of racial discrimination 
(Bruce-Jones 2008; Bleich 2003; Suk 2007).  
The taboo of race 
Virulent reactions to the use of the term ‗race‘ is not a recent trend, but 
rather conforms to past and present debates in France. A notable scholarly 
debate occurred in March 1992, when a colloquium took place in Paris to 
 
Collectif DOM, ADEN), academics, lawyers and public bodies (HALDE, CNCDH, 
Constitutional Council, etc.). All audio recordings are in my possession.  
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consider the place of the term ‗race‘ in the French constitution. This 
colloquium resulted in December 1992 in the publication of a special 
edition of the journal Mots which opposed academics on both sides of the 
issue. Legal expert Danièle Lochak (1992), for example, opposed the 
controversial term‘s presence in the constitution because its ‗performative 
effect‘ brings legitimacy to the concept: using the word makes it a reality. 
Others, like Balibar (1992), argue that symbolically removing the term has 
no value but sidesteps the reality of racism. 
This debate has not abated since 1992, diffusing into many domains 
of French society. Senate debates on constitutional reform held in 2008 
raised this same issue while discussing proposed amendments to remove 
‗race‘ from the first article of the French constitution, pitting senators on 
opposite sides of the argument. The primary argument against the term‘s 
presence in the first article is based on the belief that it only serves to 
legitimise the existence of races as well as the concern over past uses of 
race. One senator, Mrs Alima Moumediene-Thiery (2008), states that, in 
France, race ‗reflects on the darkest pages of history‘ with reference to 
French collaboration with the Nazis during the second world war under the 
Vichy government. By contrast, other senators such as Mr Jean-Jacques 
Hyest, Mr Roger Badinter and Ms Rachida Dati, garde des sceaux (2008), 
opposed these amendments, contending that, actually, the term‘s presence 
in the French constitution is a crucial aspect of fighting racism.  
Discomfort over using the word ‗race‘ has spilled over into a 
widespread semantic concern over terminology (Fassin, D. 2006). Not only 
is there confusion over how to designate possible victims of discrimination 
– visible minorities, immigrants, second generation immigrants, etc. – 
but there is also contention about employing any word deriving from ‗race‘, 
including ‗racial discrimination‘. Sociologists Veronique de Rudder et al. 
(2001), for example, explicitly refuse to use the terms ‗racial‘ or ‗ethnic‘, 
opting instead for ‗racist‘ or ‗ethnicist‘ discrimination, once again basing 
this semantic decision on the fear that employing these terms gives 
legitimacy to them. 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 180 
While academics and politicians have engaged in this debate for over 
15 years, the overwhelming apprehension regarding the use of race in 
French social sciences has also transpired into civil society organisations 
like SOS Racisme or LICRA (Ligue Internationale Contre le Racisme et 
l’Antisémitisme – International League Against Racism and Antisemitism), 
as well as in governmental institutions such as the High Authority for the 
Fight Against Racism and for Equality (HALDE). Interviews conducted 
with civil society anti-racist organisations (SOS Racisme, MRAP, LICRA, 
LDH 2009) and public bodies (HALDE, CNCDH, Conseil Constitutionnel 
2009) working on anti-discrimination and human rights highlight an 
awkwardness regarding terminology, which results in a general tendency 
to refer to discriminations as based on ‗origin‘ or ‗appearance‘ rather than 
actually acknowledging the racial nature of the problem of discrimination. 
The reticence towards using key phrases only serves to stress how deeply 
engrained this apprehension regarding race is in many facets of French 
society. This linguistic manoeuvering often leads to anti-racist approaches 
couched in a series of euphemisms. 
Reasons for reticence 
One significant result of placing so much weight on republican values has 
been to interpret the principle of equality – in its expression in article 1 of 
the 1958 constitution – as negating the existence of race. Today, the mere 
reference to ‗race‘ in French political thought, whether biological or even as 
a social construct, is presented as completely antagonistic to the values of 
the republic. The ideas of the Enlightenment were highly influential in the 
creation of a French nation on a ‗contractual‘ basis, as opposed to the 
‗ethnic‘ model favoured by other nations, as in Germany: ‗the Revolution 
established the [French] nation as a voluntary association or contract 
between free individuals‘ (Silverman 1992: 9) whose membership of the 
nation does not depend on race. Ernest Renan (1882) is often quoted for 
his famous lecture, What is a nation?, in which he stresses the distinction 
between nation and race, to show that the latter has no place in the 
establishment of the former. This belief that the French nation is 
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independent from ethnoracial dimensions therefore largely contributes to 
the idea that the republic does not distinguish between its citizens based 
on race, and subsequently feeds into the notion that race does not exist in 
France.  
The idea that race does not exist and the overall reticence towards 
even using the term in France can also be attributed to the widespread 
acceptance of biological races as a scientific fallacy in the wake of the 
second world war, with the 1950 UNESCO Declaration Against Race and 
Racial Prejudice (Lentin 2005). In the French context, attempts to 
delegitimise race were welcome after the devastation of the second world 
war and France‘s role in the Holocaust under the Vichy government. As a 
result, many anti-racist activists and academics argue against the use of 
race as a conceptual tool because it is seen to go against French 
universalism, which stresses the indivisible nature of the republic. The 
concept of race is considered to break with the principles of equality and 
universalism.  
Practical implications 
If the concept of race is so vehemently disavowed in French society, then 
what are the implications for anti-racist approaches and the overall 
conceptualisation of racism and racial discrimination? Does the negation 
of race have an impact on the understanding and consequent apprehension 
of racial discrimination? By examining some of the practical implications 
and limitations of anti-racism without races in the French context, it 
becomes increasingly evident that, despite some evolution in the 
understanding of racism and racial discrimination over the past decade, in 
terms of the roots and manifestations of racism, the gap created by the 
negation of race prevents an effective implementation of a thorough and 
sustainable anti-racist agenda. Through the examples of two key areas, 
civil society action and legislation, this paper will highlight some of the 
manifest tensions inherent in anti-racism without races as it is attempted 
in France.  
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One of the chief consequences of this reticence towards race has 
been to focus on immigrants as the chief victims of racism and to link the 
problems of racism to immigration. As awareness of racism in France grew 
from the 1970s onwards, following the wave of postwar immigration, 
racism was primarily thought of as a problem touching immigrants, 
especially with the rise of the Front National in the 1980s. This was 
coupled with increasing pressure placed on new migrants to assimilate to 
French culture through what is known as the republican model of 
integration (Wieviorka 1996). With the large presence of postcolonial 
migrant populations in France, the social sciences began to divert their 
attention towards immigration as a way of making sense of and 
interpreting social relations and social inequalities in an increasingly 
diverse France. As a result, coupled with growing concerns over the 
presence of undocumented migrants and asylum seekers, ‗this led to the 
construction of the prevalent view in French society of racialised groups 
through the sole prism of immigration‘ (Lentin 2004: 125).  
Anti-racist movements in the 1970s and 1980s reflected the tensions 
that arose from this focus on immigration. Throughout this period, 
immigrant and solidarity movements emerged, and extended into the Beur 
movement in the 1980s, representing marginalised and racialised North 
African youths attempting to challenge the severe inequalities they 
experienced due to systemic racism. But these movements were sidelined 
by more mainstream anti-racist organisations such as SOS Racisme, as 
representatives of anti-racism in France. The rise of groups like SOS 
Racisme, MRAP (Movement against Racism and for Friendship between 
People) and LICRA as the face of anti-racism is rooted in their republican 
approach. Stressing the republican model of integration and republican 
values as the route to tackling racism, while valorising secular republican 
universalism as the best approach, these groups overshadowed the Beur 
movement which put forward a multicultural view of French society while 
underscoring difference through their relating of racialised experiences 
(Lentin 2004: 123).  
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An anti-racist movement that bases its actions on an espousal of the 
republican credo of universalism, through the focus of immigration, can 
lead to a skewed grasp of the context in which racism plays out. 
Furthermore, it leads to the dominance of republican anti-racist 
organisations over what some considered particularistic movements, such 
as the Beur movement, and increasingly depoliticised anti-racism in favour 
of ‗a republican project of antiracism‘ (Lentin 2004: 123–5). The 
depoliticisation of racism, the focus on immigration, alongside the taboo of 
race, largely contributes to glazing over the experiences of other racialised 
groups.  
Through interviews conducted with the four mainstream anti-racist 
organisations, SOS Racisme, LICRA, MRAP and Ligue des Droits de 
l’Homme (Human Rights League (LDH)), emerges a sense that the 
introduction of a new anti-racial discrimination agenda has today enabled 
mainstream anti-racist organisations to develop both a critique of ‗false 
republican universalism‘ and an analysis of racism that has evolved from 
traditional conceptualisations of racism as expressions of the extreme 
right. Nonetheless, persistent allegiance to republican ideology as an anti-
racist tool belies this progress, preventing the organisations (for the most 
part) from pushing their analyses outside the box to dig at the root of 
insidious forms of racism in France, continuing to identify racism as a 
manifestation of prejudice and glossing over the question of France‘s 
colonial past and involvement in slavery.  
Today, several emerging organisations are attempting to fill this gap 
through alternative approaches. Over the past decade, activists have 
established organisations and collectives which specifically focus on 
discrimination faced by other groups that have long been neglected in 
discussions of racism. One example is the Representative Council of Black 
Associations (CRAN), a political lobby group established in 2005 to exert 
pressure over the government and public bodies to reduce discriminations 
touching Black people. Or again, the Collectif DOM, an association created 
in 2003, which challenges the racial discrimination and unfair treatment 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 184 
experienced by French citizens originating from the French overseas 
territories (Guiana, Martinique, Réunion and Guadloupe), who are Black 
for the most part.  
The emergence of these groups onto the public scene manifests a 
desire to address certain lacunae in mainstream anti-racism, and to 
provide an alternative voice to anti-racism. These groups reflect a steadily 
growing consciousness in various French minority groups, and 
demonstrate an attempt to raise awareness and consciousness of different 
racialised experiences than those that arise in relation to immigration. This 
is largely due to the fact that experiences of Black people, as a racialised 
minority, have been overlooked for a very long time (Constant 2009).  
Finally, it is important to mention the Mouvement des Indigènes de 
la République (Movement of the Natives of the Republic (MIR)), a 
relatively more ‗radical‘ group that came to life in 2005, openly challenging 
the very principles of republican universalism and presenting a provocative 
analysis of a racialised France. Reminiscent of the Beur movement of the 
1980s, this group, composed largely of intellectual young North Africans, 
defies the overwhelming tradition of ignoring race and takes an accusatory 
stance against the state and the White majority, which it accuses of 
benefiting from White privilege. The group‘s name itself reflects its 
interpretation of current social structures in France: by referring to 
themselves as ‗indigenous‘ they are establishing a direct link between 
contemporary postcolonial France and colonial France, where indigenous 
was a legal status imposed on colonial subjects (interview with MIR 2009). 
The presence of alternative anti-racist discourses through these 
organisations, CRAN, Collectif DOM and MIR, has not only brought the 
‗racial question‘ onto the public scene but is also paralleled by a shift in 
academia. There has been a steady increase in research and literature that 
takes up themes raised by these groups, primarily through the work of 
postcolonial academics. Pap Ndiaye (2008), for example, recently 
published La Condition Noire, a book exploring the ‗Black condition‘ 
throughout France‘s history. Other academics, such as Pascal Blanchard 
and Nicolas Bancel (2005) and Nacira Guénif-Souilamas (2006a,b), have 
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broached the postcolonial question, identifying the role racialisation took 
in colonialism and establishing links between slavery, colonialism and 
postcolonial France.  
Interviews conducted with key actors on the French anti-racist scene 
indicate, however, that the impact of these groups remains quite limited, 
especially with regard to the two most visible groups, CRAN and MIR. 
CRAN generally generated mixed reviews: while its actions and campaigns 
elicit some criticisms, its existence itself is not usually contested, but rather 
widely accepted. CRAN‘s president Patrick Lozès is often criticised for his 
loud appeals to institute ethnic statistics, or ‗diversity statistics‘, to 
measure racial discrimination. Such measures are currently illegal in 
France and are considered to go completely against republican 
universalism. Yet the group‘s presence on the public scene is accepted, 
mainly due to slowly increasing awareness of a Black consciousness and an 
awakening to the racism faced by Blacks in France, whether citizens or not. 
Therefore, while the public figure of CRAN, Patrick Lozès, is not 
considered an anti-racist actor by mainstream anti-racist organisations, 
CRAN is beginning to make waves on the French political and activist 
scene through its lobbying activities (interview with CRAN 2009).  
On the other hand, the Mouvement des Indigènes de la République 
has harnessed very little support from academics, anti-racist organisations 
or public institutions. Its message is considered extremist in its perceived 
attack on Whites. MIR is often critiqued for characterising French society 
through the use of colonial terminology, and therefore misrepresenting the 
contemporary situation. The general director of SOS Racisme (interview 
2009), for example, described the group as ‗dangerous‘ to French society, 
with the capacity for creating deep divisions within it. Although in 
existence for five years now, MIR remains quite marginalised on the anti-
racist scene.  
The strikingly different reactions to these two groups play out on 
two levels. First, they underline the current impossibility for a self-
proclaimed anti-racist group to pierce into mainstream anti-racism 
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without carrying the colour-blind republican message. While MIR is highly 
critical of what it perceives to be a false universalism and questioning the 
framework itself as the main point of reference for anti-racism, CRAN 
appeals to a Black consciousness while placing itself within the republican 
framework. As Eric Fassin (2006: 5) notes, ‗[CRAN] does speak of race and 
minorities, but not in the multicultural language of identity — hence the 
lack of engagement with the politics of culture and memory‘.  
Second, it can be argued that there are different levels of 
consciousness over racialised groups in France. This becomes evident in 
the disparate treatment of the histories of different marginalised 
minorities, whereby a certain concurrence occurs over whose history will 
be acknowledged. Steps have been made to recognise the deep cuts caused 
by slavery and racism towards Blacks, exemplified by various events such 
as the law recognising the slave trade and slavery as crimes against 
humanity in 2001 and the decision taken by President Chirac to annually 
commemorate the abolition of the slave trade and slavery in 2006 
(Constant 2009: 145–6). Conversely, there has been little progress in fully 
acknowledging the brutality of the Algerian war or in coming to terms with 
France‘s colonial past. On the contrary, in February 2005, a law citing the 
positive role of colonialism, especially in North Africa, was introduced. 
Although later repealed, this law brought to light the continued difficulty in 
dealing with the colonial past in an appropriate manner. This creates an 
enormous gap between the identification of racialised experiences of 
postcolonial migrants and the links with France‘s history. 
Legal implications 
Just as the reticence towards race has had an impact on mainstream anti-
racism, preventing a thorough analysis of racism that incorporates the 
racialised experiences of various groups and a comprehensive exploration 
of French history, the negation of race has also had a restrictive effect on 
anti-racist and anti-discrimination legislation.  
The elaboration of anti-racist legislation in France has strongly 
leaned towards a ‗colour-blind‘ approach to anti-racism. Anti-racist laws 
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have been heavily influenced by both republican values, especially the 
principles of universalism and non-differentiation, and France‘s history 
under Vichy and the treatment of French Jews during the second world 
war. These two factors have been key in determining anti-racist legislation, 
especially its emphasis on expressive forms of racism and the reliance on 
criminal procedures. Overall, it appears that republican values and the 
memory of Vichy have strongly contributed to the establishment of a 
colour-blind, race-neutral approach to racism in France (Suk 2007). 
To cement this refusal in relation to race-conscious policies or 
legislation properly, a provision in the 1978 law on information storage and 
freedom firmly prohibits storing data on ethnicity or race. This law, 
characterised as an anti-racist law, solidifies the commitment to 
elaborating anti-racist policies and legislation that does not allow for 
differentiation between French citizens (Erik Bleich 2003; Mouvement 
Contre le Racisme et pour l'Amitié entre les Peuples 2006). The effects of 
this law are felt in contemporary debates on ethnoracial statistics or 
statistiques de la diversité
15
 (diversity statistics). These types of statistics 
are officially banned in France, even as an anti-racist or anti-racial 
discrimination tool. The logic behind the 1978 law was to reaffirm the idea 
that categories based on non-objective forms of identification (race, 
ethnicity) are not welcome in France and that any data collected along 
these differentiations only serve to reinforce and reify pseudoscientific 
racial categories.  
This commitment has recently been reaffirmed. In 2008, the 
Constitutional Council ruled on the constitutionality of a law proposal that 
 
15  As they have been called in the most recent debates throughout 2009–2010. 
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included an article to allow the use of ethnic and racial statistics as an anti-
discrimination tool. The Constitutional Council decided that this article 
was unconstitutional and, more important, further specified that studies 
on discrimination, diversity and integration could only include objective, 
not subjective, data. Through this ruling, the Council effectively outlawed 
the use of subjective data and decided that data on ethnicity and race were 
subjective (Möschel 2009). This has an immense impact on the question of 
fighting indirect racial discrimination, but nonetheless solidifies the 
republican anti-racist tradition by enshrining it in law.  
A leading lawyer working at the institutional anti-discrimination 
body, the High Authority for the Fight against Discrimination and for 
Equality, argues that these legal specifications have caused many legal 
difficulties as lawyers have to resort to much circumvention, using 
patronyms, parents‘ origin and language to identify and argue cases of 
racial discrimination in courts. This is further complicated by a 2008 legal 
redefinition of racial discrimination, which removes nationality as a 
criterion. With the absence of race, ethnicity and nationality, it has become 
increasingly difficult to identify racial discrimination legally (interview 
with HALDE 2009). The problem of indirect racial discrimination is even 
deeper since, for the time being, France remains without a statistical tool 
to challenge racial discrimination. This contributes to the dearth of case 
law on indirect discrimination, which remains a reality only in legal texts. 
While all parties admit the persistent problem of indirect racial 
discrimination, both civil society and institutional organs do not have any 
action plans to fight indirect discrimination legally.  
Academics repeatedly argue that the French and British situations 
are impossible to compare because the countries have such diverging 
national political cultures and histories. However, the British context could 
inform the French approach, especially with the emergence and 
development of CRT. Not only does the UK have a long history of fighting 
racial discrimination but, vitally, there is a space within academia, 
benefiting from CRT, which allows for discussion surrounding race without 
the taboo it implicates in France. Furthermore, as Eric Bleich (2005) has 
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demonstrated, French and British experiences might not be as distinct as 
many French academics believe, which only gives more impetus to looking 
at the British experience with racial discrimination. For example, Joan 
Stavo-Debauge (2005) and Patrick Simon (2005; 2008) have both 
extensively worked on the question of ethnic/racial statistics in France but 
also look to the British experience, especially with regards to ethnic 
monitoring and the introduction of an ‗ethnic‘ question in the 1991 census, 
to underline what can and cannot be done in France. 
Applying critical race theory 
As Geddes and Guiraudon (2004: 339) aptly describe, ‗The French way of 
fighting racism has … consisted in ignoring race‘. I have attempted to 
demonstrate how this is manifested in some approaches to racism within 
the anti-racist movement, as well as in legal and academic interpretations. 
In this last section, I explore some of the more theoretical implications of 
keeping race out of the equation, as well as the contributions CRT can 
make to bring the debate to the next level, by underlining the importance 
of understanding the sociopolitical mechanisms and power relations 
involved in the construction of race as a basis for understanding racism 
and racial discrimination. 
To cite Goldberg (2004: 216), ‗Race is the glove in which the titanic, 
the weighty, hand of racism fits.‘ As we have seen, there are several 
practical implications to ignoring race in debates on racism and finding 
practical and sustainable approaches to curbing racial discrimination. By 
not thinking critically about race, most approaches tend to link racism to 
culture or class, according to Fred Constant (2009: 147): ‗deny race any 
explanatory powers, which are attributed to problems of policy, of social 
engineering, of state management‘. Not only does this prevent exposing the 
extent of racism and its rootedness in all aspects of French society but it 
also significantly hinders the conceptualisation of how racialisation 
operates. While specific racialised experiences are not always taken into 
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account by mainstream attitudes, several other insidious forms of racism 
are also subsequently ignored.  
The lack of problematising the process of racialisation applies to 
different forms of racism such as cultural racism (Balibar 1991) or even 
religious racism. An example is the now infamous law on the veil that 
banned young Muslim women from wearing headscarves in French public 
schools. This has been deemed an issue of laicïté, the French version of 
secularism. An issue that has raised international attention, it is hardly 
ever problematised in relation to racism within France. Pierre Tevanian 
(2009) is one of the few who do, arguing against what he characterises as a 
racist law, premised on the racialisation of Muslims, who are reduced to 
various stereotypes assigned to them within the French imaginary. Aside 
from the Mouvement des Indigènes, Tevanian was the only person I 
interviewed who questioned the ways religion has come to be increasingly 
racialised in contemporary French society. Similarly, cultural racism is all 
but absent from this debate in France, as are new forms of racism, which, 
according to Gilroy (2002: 254), can be ‗distinguished by the extent to 
which they identify race with the terms ‗culture‘ and ‗identity‘‘. 
Finally, one of the key ways in which CRT can contribute to 
understanding racial discrimination in France, and thus promote a better 
anti-discriminatory agenda, is by posing a theoretical challenge to 
aspirations to an unquestioned universalism as guarantor of equality in 
France. Through this theoretical framework, we can take into 
consideration the role played by the concept of race in France in the 
construction of national identity and political culture. The principle of 
universalism can thus be re-examined to explore how it can contain or 
serve to produce ethnocentric, racialising and racist elements. This would 
help expand the overall understanding of how racism functions. While the 
concept of racial discrimination has come to challenge the traditional 
understanding of racism as expressions of extreme right political 
movements, CRT can contribute to widening the analysis of racism to 
uncover more insidious forms of systemic, institutional and, most 
important, state racism, which remains to be seriously condemned. 
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It becomes more and more evident then that CRT would be a useful 
theoretical framework to apply to the French context to ascertain the 
extent to which race has shaped contemporary France. While different 
actors have opened up the scene to allow for a more racialised analysis of 
France, bringing Fred Constant (2009) to claim that French society is 
beginning to speak about race, this push remains quite limited. Speaking of 
race remains constrained in its lack of historical analysis.  
Goldberg (2004: 226) characterises racism without race as a ‗racism 
purged of historical roots, of its groundedness, a racism whose history is 
lost‘. But racism continued to be thought of without race. Reactions to the 
Mouvement des Indigènes’ message demonstrate that there is still little 
willingness to conceptualise race and the extent to which it is a significant 
social reality despite its lack of scientific basis. CRT can help establish this 
link and historicise racism by problematising the various mechanisms of 
racialisation, both past and present. As Eléni Varikas (1998: 93) notes, 
citing historian Higginbotham, race is ‗a notion that, like gender, is a 
potent metalanguage‘. In this sense, it would seem impossible to continue 
to exclude race from debates on racism. As academia and anti-racism 
reciprocally shape each other, while having the central role of influencing 
how racial discrimination is challenged, it is crucial they begin to factor 
race into their theorisations of racism and racial discrimination and thus 
employ race as a theoretical tool.        
Conclusion 
There has been a rapid shift from public policy in France focusing on a very 
narrowly conceived racism to racial discrimination, bringing about 
important legislative reforms. However, this paper demonstrates how 
social sciences, civil society and institutional approaches remain 
constrained in their approaches to racism and racial discrimination 
because of the national reluctance, rooted in the political culture, to 
question problems in relation to race. As others have pointed out, there are 
rumblings of changes where a small number of academics and 
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organisations have begun to bring the question of race to the forefront but 
these efforts remain quite limited in relation to the dominant anti-race 
discourse. The new agenda against racial discrimination appears hindered 
by the reticence towards using race, producing a wide conceptual gap in 
which superficial solutions are attempted without a deeper understanding 
of the extent to which racial discrimination and racism have seeped into 
French society. I argue that through CRT, and by ‗employing race as an 
analytical tool‘, this gap can be bridged, providing stepping-stones for 
coming to terms with the racialisation of French society.  
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Chapter 9 
Developing transnational race theory: a 
place for CRT? 
Ben Pitcher, Middlesex and London South Bank Universities 
 
What does critical race theory (CRT) mean on this side of the Atlantic? 
There has historically been a considerable degree of reciprocity between 
Britain and the United States in the development of theories of race and 
racism, and now the effectively transnational nature of race theory makes 
the distinction between different national–theoretical traditions somewhat 
anachronistic. Yet, of course, the questions this collection asks recognise, 
pragmatically, that some framings and traditions do not always translate 
easily from one context to another.
16
 It is my objective here to ask some 
initial and necessarily provisional questions about what CRT might have to 
contribute to thinking about race, racism and anti-racist practice outside a 
US context. 
To begin, I should admit that until relatively recently I was not 
entirely sure what CRT stood for. Though I was familiar with the term, it 
wasn‘t clear to me whether it named a specific kind of project or whether it 
was simply being used by North American colleagues as a generic synonym 
for critical work being done in the humanities and social sciences on race 
and racism.
17
 This lack of clarity, I might add, was encouraged by the 
 
16  Like the other contributions to this volume, this piece has its origins in a paper 
given at the conference titled Critical Race Theory in the UK: What is to be 
Learnt? What is to be Done?, held at the Institute of Education, London, in June 
2009.
 
17  A generic use of CRT seems to posit the existence of an ‗uncritical‘ race theory, 
and accord with the rather unhelpful tendency in contemporary academic
 
 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 198 
rather ambiguous and confusing use of the term to describe the work of a 
number of scholars whose work I already knew, deriving from traditions 
with which I was very familiar.
18
 Though I have since read up on CRT (see, 
for example, Delgado and Stefancic 2001 for a useful introduction), I still 
remain unclear as to its distinctiveness. Other than its claim to an origin 
and development in US critical legal studies (which its exponents now 
quite reasonably stress it has transcended), I find it hard to differentiate 
CRT from a lot of interesting contemporary work being done on race and 
racism. Indeed, I find a lot of the claims that are made for CRT incredibly 
familiar, to the extent that I wonder whether I have without knowing it 
been a critical race theorist all along.  
Take, for example, the analysis of Kevin Hylton, a key exponent of 
CRT in the UK. Drawing on Solorzano and Yosso, Hylton (2005) usefully 
lists five precepts that, in his view, mark out a CRT perspective. These 
involve, first, a contextualised and intersectional centralisation of race and 
racism; second, a challenge to dominant ideas in liberal race politics 
(meritocracy, colour-blindness, equality of opportunity, etc.); third, an 
explicitly political commitment to notions of liberation and 
transformation; fourth, a ‗post-positivist‘ dedication to challenging a White 
epistemological bias; fifth, a commitment to transdisciplinarity (Hylton 
2005: 82–7). While Hylton claims that these features serve to distinguish 
CRT from other critical approaches, I would suggest that these five loose 
operating principles can all be found, in one form or another, in much of 
 
production (presumably referencing ‗critical theory‘) to signal the putatively 
‗radical‘ credentials of work being done in its name. I address the possibility of 
CRT‘s cryptoradical status below.
 
18 Sara Ahmed‘s institutional webpage, for example, lists ‗critical race studies‘ as an 
area of supervisory interest; the back cover copy of David Theo Goldberg‘s The 
Threat of Race (2009) describes its author as ‗a renowned scholar of critical race 
theory‘. 
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the interesting and insightful work being done on race and racism these 
days (including, among many others, Comaroff and Comaroff 2009; Gilroy 
2010; Goldberg 2009). More broadly, I can see little to distinguish these 
five precepts from work done on race developed in the tradition of cultural 
studies, including my own (Pitcher 2009; Stuart Hall makes a similar 
observation in Hall 2002: 453).
19
 
I am not interested here in making a charge of plagiarism or 
derivativeness; I am rather simply noting the familiarity of CRT‘s themes, 
commitments and epistemology. This familiarity prompts me to consider 
how useful it might be to make a claim as to the distinctiveness of CRT as 
an approach to theorising race and racism. I must stress that this is not 
because I disapprove of CRT: I would wholeheartedly sign up to the five 
precepts I‘ve just mentioned. My only equivocation here is that I am 
unconvinced as to the usefulness of using CRT as a label or umbrella term 
to define this kind of work. In what follows I want to think critically about 
the use of the term in two respects. First, I want to highlight the potential 
limitations of using CRT as a mechanism of theoretical intervention; 
second, I want to deal with the inevitable charge of theoretical imperialism 
and consider what practitioners of CRT might effectively do to avoid this 
charge. I do this in a spirit of collaboration with colleagues who happily 
identify themselves as critical race theorists, in the belief that I share with 
them very similar objectives and desires in respect of how race theory 
might be developed both in and outside the Academy. I too am ‗interested 
in studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism and 
 
19  There are similarities with cultural studies in rather more specialised areas of 
debate, too (such as in the strategic but careful use of concepts of race and 
Blackness), as well as shared ‗developmental‘ themes (such as the negotiation from 
early economistic emphases to later discursive approaches, and an ongoing tension 
in the theorisation of these), which can be understood in relation to wider trends in 
social and cultural theory.
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power‘ (Delgado and Stefancic 2001: 2), but remain unconvinced that 
explicitly working under the auspices of CRT is going to be a particularly 
useful way of going about this.  
Automarginalisation 
Before I sketch out what might be problematic about CRT as the name for 
a theoretical intervention, I want to recognise what might be attractive 
about a label like CRT, particularly in respect of the relationship between 
theories of race and other theories of society and culture. One reason to 
insist on a codified framework called CRT, then, might be as a strategic 
means of making a concerted intervention into academic disciplines or 
areas of study that are or have historically been resistant to a perspective 
informed to any significant degree by race. I can see how it might be 
considered necessary, and in accordance with the protocols of that other 
discipline or area of study, to introduce an understanding of race from 
‗outside‘, so to speak (and I get the impression that this is a sense in which 
CRT has been considered useful by its practitioners). In such a context, a 
reasonably coherent body of work labelled CRT – with its own established 
critical perspective, discourse and analytical track record – might prove 
very useful in providing a new framework of analysis. Here, CRT would 
serve as a mechanism to add in a perspective informed by race theory and 
thus work to challenge scholarly orthodoxies that hitherto considered race 
irrelevant or considered a focus on race an unnecessary deviation from that 
discipline‘s or area‘s main object of study. 
As is commonly acknowledged by those of us who work on race, one 
constant challenge we face is that of asserting its centrality to 
understanding contemporary social and cultural life. This is a problem that 
is both epistemological and ontological, in the sense that a resistance to 
recognising this centrality can be said to run deep in both the Academy and 
in wider social and cultural contexts: it is a denial that shapes the very 
context of our work‘s reception. The history of race‘s marginalisation by 
the left is a salutary warning that no ally can be taken for granted here: a 
recent paramnesiac resurgence in self-styled left critique that reduces race 
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once more to the exigencies of class struggle (see, for example, Žižek 1997, 
Michaels 2009) emphasises the need to get race into the analysis – 
perhaps by any means necessary. 
Though it might accordingly be thought useful to bring something 
called CRT in from ‗outside‘ in order to assert the centrality and relative 
autonomy of race theory, I want to flag up a problem with this kind of 
manoeuvre, founded on a certain paradox. While this action may in some 
respects work to bring race onto the table, it does so at the expense of 
potentially reinforcing a distinction between race theory and non-race 
theory, and in doing so risks – certainly on a conceptual level – actually 
consolidating the marginalisation of race as a theoretical object.  
As I understand it, the underlying analytical premise of CRT is that 
it is committed to a historicised, contextualised, politicised framework as 
the only coherent means of understanding the politics of race and racism. 
This particular strength of CRT means that racialisation cannot be entirely 
separated out from, for example, the analytics of class, gender and 
sexuality, from the transformations and mutations of global capitalism, 
from juridical regimes, from state rationalities, and so on. In other words, 
in order to understand race, we need at precisely the same moment to 
develop an understanding of the broader social and cultural context within 
which practices of race are operative. I have no disagreement with this 
whatsoever. 
And yet it is this analytical requirement for us to grasp – if only 
provisionally and contingently – something of the complexity of relations 
within which race is given shape that doesn‘t really fit with the idea of CRT 
as a supplementary framework that ‗brings race in‘ from outside. CRT isn‘t 
wrong here in its methodology or practice, but it is wrong in its 
formulation as a discrete framework of analysis. The centrality of race 
demands, I would suggest, asserting the centrality of race thinking from 
the very start.  
This is why I think the model of race developed in cultural studies 
has a distinct advantage here. Cultural studies does not ‗add in‘ race as a 
subcategory, but works on developing an understanding of the whole social 
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and cultural formation. This ‗radically conjuncturalist‘ (Grossberg 2007: 
107) approach is not just a theory of race, because it recognises that a 
theory of race in isolation from all the other elements to which it is 
articulated is a false and unhelpful abstraction. As I have already indicated, 
I think CRT is sufficiently sophisticated for its practitioners to know this, 
but still I would suggest that any espousal of CRT as a discrete theory of 
race accentuates an unhelpful distinction between race and the wider 
sociocultural formation. In a sense, then, the very insistence on the name 
CRT might be said to function to close down its openness, and to insist on 
a certain parochialism. A methodology of ‗adding in‘ a CRT perspective to 
theories that don‘t take race into account also perversely shores up its 
marginality. CRT in this sense might be thought of as potentially self-
marginalising, in the way that a more integrative approach to 
understanding race and racism (such as that of the cultural studies 
tradition) might not.
20
 
Of course, we might want to entertain the possibility that such a 
conception of CRT might be useful as a strategic manoeuvre with the 
ultimate objective of establishing the centrality of race to social and 
cultural theory, or indeed that CRT might serve as a kind of pseudo-
objective shell to defend its radical project from the inherent conservatism 
of academic institutions. Another possibility is that CRT might operate – as 
 
20 As Stuart Hall remarked of the development of a distinctively cultural studies 
approach to race in Policing the Crisis, ‗If you‘d just taken race as a black issue, 
you‘d have seen the impact of law and order policies on local communities, but 
you‘d never have seen the degree to which the race and crime issue was a prism for 
a much larger social crisis. You wouldn‘t have looked at the larger picture. You‘d 
have written a black text, but you wouldn‘t have written a cultural studies text 
because you wouldn‘t have seen this articulation up to the politicians, into the 
institutional judiciary, down to the popular mood of the people, into the politics, as 
well as into the community, into black poverty and into discrimination.‘ (in 
Grossberg, 2007: 107).
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to some extent it appears to in the USA – through the tropes of 
embodiment and identity to provide a context for the collaboration and 
organisation of Black social science and humanities academics in a racist 
academy. All three of these are distinct possibilities, and any of them could 
serve as justification for the playing of a CRT game, yet the separateness of 
CRT as a theoretical paradigm still does potentially place limits on its 
analytical scope, and as such means, in the long run, that it does not 
necessarily provide the best platform for developing these related projects.  
The charge of cultural imperialism 
The second issue I want to deal with relates to the relationship between 
CRT‘s US origins and its applicability in other social and cultural contexts. 
Here I want to engage with and test the accusations – commonly made of 
race theory deriving from the United States – that CRT might be culturally 
imperialist (see, for example, Bourdieu and Wacquant 1999; for a subtle 
discussion of the ‗US-Americanisation of anti-racism‘, see Bonnett 2006). 
The question of the potential ethnocentric containment or 
overdetermination of theoretical frameworks has always been an 
important one in critical work on race and racism. This is not, of course, 
always a question of imperial intent, and when we think about US cultural 
imperialism we need to consider the problem as far wider than a question 
of mere intentionality. Following Bourdieu and Wacquant, we might 
instead think of the problem of cultural imperialism in terms of the 
seductiveness and explanatory power of certain conceptual paradigms, the 
way that the particularities of a specific historical framework come to be 
mistakenly universalised (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1999: 41), and how 
these particularities take on a normative power that threatens to distort 
our objects of analysis.  
So to think about the problem of cultural imperialism in relation to 
CRT requires us to consider, in particular, how well the theory is equipped 
to mitigate its own universalising tendencies, to fight against the privileges 
which it is, so to speak, ‗born with‘, and which unchecked would inevitably 
lead to culturally imperialist practice. In this respect, CRT does not come 
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off badly at all. As I understand it, CRT is able to develop a radically 
contextual understanding of racism; it has the potential to be attentive to 
the historical and cultural specificity of racisms (in the plural) and does not 
claim to possess a theory of race that is universal and unpatterned by the 
contingencies of time and space. This acknowledgement of the specificity 
of race is of course axiomatic in developing a theory of race that might be 
applicable in more than one context. 
The only problem here with CRT is really very similar to the one I‘ve 
already highlighted, that is, the extent to which the name CRT might 
potentially stand in the way of its capacity to translate across different 
social and cultural contexts. Again, I‘d suggest that its name is probably the 
least useful thing about the work CRT does. Given that non-US contexts for 
understanding race practice will always have their own histories, 
vocabularies and emphases, the imposition of CRT as the description of a 
framework of analysis – even if that framework itself can be legitimately 
applied in those contexts – risks delimiting its explanatory potential. For 
example, while the particularly African American history of Blackness in 
the United States is a valid dimension of a US CRT, it is not a genealogy 
that fits comfortably with the specificities of the European experience. It 
should accordingly be possible for practitioners of race theory in non-US 
contexts to draw on what is usefully done under the name of CRT in the 
USA, without necessarily calling what they do CRT, which would inevitably 
risk bringing with it some of the connotations that are particular to its US 
development. 
Developing transnational race theory 
There is, however, another aspect to thinking about CRT in an 
international context where it might be worth holding on to a more general 
theory of race, and therefore where something called CRT (or something 
like it) might potentially have a role to play. One of the key challenges to 
understanding race and racism in the twenty-first century is the ability to 
think beyond the old conceptual frameworks determined by the 
parameters of the nation-state. There are important dimensions to 
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contemporary forms of racialisation –  as it is shaped, for example, by the 
geopolitics of asylum and immigration regimes, deterritorialised flows of 
capital and the racial politics asymmetrical warfare – that need to be 
understood in global, international and transnational contexts. What is 
urgently required here, then, is a race theory that can involve itself in this 
global transnational, transsocial, transcultural complexity. 
The key challenge here again relates to the issue of particularity, for 
in both cases the need is to avoid being mired in a conceptual 
parochialism, to have the flexibility to work in the concrete and the 
particular at the same time, that the concrete and the particular are 
intricately and inextricably linked, for example, to the great mediated 
abstractions of technological capitalism. I want to suggest that perhaps the 
most important factor in a successful theorisation of race that is attentive 
to the particular in a global, transnational context is the ability to remain 
open to the complexity of race‘s contemporary articulation, and, most 
important, not to be limited by what has been called ‗methodological 
nationalism‘ (for an overview of this debate, see Chernilo  2006). 
I don‘t think we can be in any doubt that US race theory is at 
particular risk of operating in a culturally imperialist fashion – by virtue, if 
for no other reason, of its structural location in global informational and 
cultural hierarchies. This is something that become starkly evident to me 
with my work on the online race journal darkmatter since we began to tap 
into and represent feeds and discussions of online content on race.
21
 It is 
not simply the case that most discussions of race emanate from the USA, or 
that ownership of new media technologies continues to be concentrated in 
the USA, but more that the terms of lay and academic race debate are 
largely set by and within US cultural frameworks. Given the inevitability of 
US dominance vis-à-vis thinking about race, I‘d suggest that the most 
useful and responsible task for US race theorists would be to insist on the 
 
21 See our mashup at www.darkmatter101.org/site/mashup/
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significance of understanding race in the specificity of the local and the 
particular, thus mitigating the false and unhelpful universalisation of US 
models, while at the same time recognising the broader global factors that 
shape in complex ways those specific contexts. US race theorists should 
place a methodological focus on the particular, while remaining 
conceptually ambitious enough to understand the global politics of race in 
all its complexity. If critical race theorists are to make a genuine 
contribution to contemporary thinking about race and racism in a 
transnational context, they must consider very carefully how they go about 
theorising the relationship here between the local and the global. While I 
would suggest that cultural studies‘ conjunctural practice of understanding 
race within the wider context of social and cultural relations might provide 
a particularly useful model here, I maintain a degree of scepticism as to 
whether the label CRT will be more of a help than a hindrance in the 
project of developing a transnational theory of race.  
References 
Bonnett, A. (2006) ‗The Americanisation of anti-racism? Global power and 
hegemony in ethical equity‘, Journal of Ethnic and Migration 
Studies, 32 (7): 1083–103. 
Bourdieu, P. and Wacquant, L. (1999) ‗On the cunning of imperialist 
reason‘, Theory, Culture and Society, 16 (1): 41–58. 
Chernilo, D. (2006) ‗Methodological nationalism and its critique‘, in G. 
Delanty and K. Kumar (eds.) The Sage Handbook of Nations and 
Nationalism, London: Sage. 
Comaroff, J.L. and Comaroff, J. (2009) Ethnicity, Inc., Chicago: Chicago 
University Press.  
Delgado, R. and Stefancic, J. (2001) Critical Race Theory: An 
Introduction, New York: New York University Press.  
Gilroy, P. (2010) Darker than Blue: On the Moral Economies of Black 
Atlantic Culture, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
Chapter 9: Developing transnational race theory: a place for CRT? 
 207 
Goldberg, D.T. (2009) The Threat of Race: Reflections on Racial 
Neoliberalism, Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell. 
Grossberg, L. (2007) ‗Stuart Hall on race and racism: cultural studies and 
the practice of contextualism‘, in B. Meeks (ed.) Culture, Politics, 
Race and Diaspora: The Thought of Stuart Hall, London: 
Lawrence & Wishart. 
Hall, S. (2002) ‗Reflections on ―race, articulation, and societies structured 
in dominance‖ (S. Hall)‘, in P. Essed and D.T. Goldberg (eds.) Race 
Critical Theories: Text and Context, Oxford: Blackwell, pp. 449–
54. 
Hylton, K. (2005) ‗‗Race‘, sport and leisure: lessons from critical race 
theory‘, Leisure Studies, 24 (1): 81–98. 
Michaels, W.B. (2009) ‗What matters‘, London Review of Books, 31 (16): 
11–13. 
Pitcher, B. (2009) The Politics of Multiculturalism: Race and Racism in 
Contemporary Britain, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.  
Žižek, S. (1997) ‗Multiculturalism, or, the cultural logic of multinational 
capitalism‘, New Left Review (first series), 225: 28–51. 
 
Atlantic Crossings: International Dialogues on Critical Race Theory 
 208 
Chapter 10 
If I Were White … From Beyoncé’s 
imaginings to the age of Obama 
Namita Chakrabarty, University of East London 
 
I dedicate this paper to Michael Jackson, who epitomised both the 
possibility of Whiteness and the impossibility of transgression. I was told 
about Michael‘s death just a few minutes before presenting the contents of 
this chapter at a conference entitled Critical Race Theory in the UK, at the 
Institute of Education, London, on 26 June 2009. The chapter emerges 
from work on cultural artefacts and the metaphors emerging that deal with 
race and gender in contemporary society, and particularly within 
education. At Jackson‘s memorial service the Reverend Al Sharpton 
suggested that Michael Jackson produced a multiculturalism that paved 
the way for Obama‘s presidency and Obama is cited as saying on CNN that 
Jackson had became integral to American culture (Barr 2009). The Obama 
administration has emphasised education as being key to cultural change 
and also the necessity of the Black individual‘s role in their own life 
journey despite culture (White House 2009); in earlier work I have 
discussed the uncanny nature of these statements on educational and 
cultural policies (Chakrabarty 2009). This chapter emerges from reflection 
on higher education in the age of Obama and beyond, towards equal 
futurity. Two critical moments in higher education are explored through 
the cultural lens of the Beyoncé video If I Were a Boy (YouTube 2009) and 
in the context of discussions of the role of critical race theory (CRT) in UK 
higher education.  
But to the starting point, the title, If I Were White ... I would not 
have written this paper, or had the experiences, actions and thoughts that 
created it. It is a product of who I am, and from whence I emerged: from 
the music I listened to as a teenager to the people who called me ‗paki‘ at 
school in the Midlands in the 1970s, but, most recently, the people I have 
Chapter 10: If I Were White … from Beyonce’s imaginings to the age of 
Obama 
 209 
spent time with since then, particularly within the realms of higher 
education in the UK. 
The introductory critical moment 
One morning in recent years I walked rather late into an academic seminar 
run by a leading research organisation. As I entered at the front of the 
room, where the speaker – a White woman – was presenting a paper, I 
noticed sitting at the back Heidi Mirza. I had not seen Heidi since the early 
1980s when we were both students at Goldsmiths and part of a group of 
women who struggled and finally succeeded in setting up a Black women‘s 
group and obtaining funding. 
The setting up of the Black Women‘s Group at Goldsmiths College in 
1983–1984 in many ways echoes the relationship between CRT and 
intersectionality in the contemporary period. The group was formed by a 
small group of Black feminists (I am using the 1980s definition of Black 
feminists as being women of colour) in what was at that time a 
predominantly White university college. We were studying in disparate 
disciplines but came together over our feeling that we needed something 
else: the Women‘s group didn‘t reflect our need to explore the impact of 
racism; the Afro-Caribbean Society didn‘t understand why we wanted to 
talk about the interplay of race and gender; the Lesbian and Gay Society 
did not meet our need of discussion of race and gender besides sexuality. 
Some of our fellow students within these groups felt that we were dividing 
the struggle by setting up another separate group, but we emphasised the 
need to be separate in order to be together, to discuss issues that came up 
in our studies, in our relationships with others, and in the politics of life in 
the UK at that time. Eventually we obtained funding, spent the money on 
books and videos, and embarked on regular deconstruction of texts, from 
mainstream pornography to Alice Walker. So it was the most amazing 
synchronicity for me to re-meet Heidi, the author of the recent Race, 
Gender and Educational Desire: Why Black Women Succeed and Fail 
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(Mirza 2009), years later when we were no longer students but on the 
other side of academia and both using CRT. 
One of the things we agreed on was that, in some ways, nothing had 
changed since that earlier time – it was astonishing that we could be in a 
gender seminar and despite all the advances made, in terms of gender and 
sexual equality, the word ‗race‘ had rarely been mentioned. Somehow, like 
the Beyoncé character in If I Were a Boy (YouTube 2009) discovering the 
prison of infidelity, I was reminded of why defining UK CRT is so 
important and also of why it is and where it is at the moment. We‘re still 
fighting for race to be heard, and we can‘t trust that others will be faithful 
to our cause, whatever they say, unless there is a convergence of interests 
(Bell 1995: 26). 
In academia, many have made their names through analysis of 
gender and race issues, so it is interesting to dissect higher education in 
terms of power structures and to ask the question whether academics 
practise what they preach. Similarly, those of us using CRT in our research 
and writing need to ask the same question of CRT in the UK. CRT has its 
roots in activism and is activist in nature, so what does it mean for White 
people to use CRT? Do we want CRT in the UK to echo conventional 
academia, with its hierarchies and confirmations and what we might term 
infidelity to theme – work that may simultaneously critique and contain 
the very inequalities it seeks to expose? Hamlet queries ‗to be, or not to be‘ 
(Shakespeare 1968: 97, l.56). Derrida echoes this binary but views life as 
being led at the intersection of the present and the spectral, and questions 
whether without this fidelity to the past we are able to achieve social justice 
(2006: xvii–xviii). Critical race feminism (CRF) (Wing 2003; Crenshaw 
2003) is emerging within CRT in the UK, echoing the development of CRT 
on the other side of the Atlantic, to centre race, but through 
intersectionality (Crenshaw 2003: 30–1). Critical race feminists are 
multidisciplinary scholars who bring together different strands of feminist 
theoretical scholarship. CRF recognises the multiple locations and 
identities that women inhabit. In this sense CRF is a feminist intervention 
into CRT. 
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Introducing Beyoncé 
And so to CRT and infidelity, and to the music I‘ve been spending time 
with, to Beyoncé‘s If I Were a Boy (YouTube 2009). On the paper insert 
inside the CD case Beyoncé credits the writers of the song as Toby Gad and 
BC Jean (Knowles and Knowles 2008: II), but we attribute a text to the 
person we most associate it with and a scan of the CD credits confirms that 
many others took part in the creation of this cultural text. But as a binary – 
which is the conventional positioning of a cultural text – at one end of the 
spectrum we have the songwriter BC Jean and at the other Beyoncé. And 
yet postmodernism makes us aware of our role too as readers, viewers, 
listeners – of the text, a kind of future spectre. In this case, online 
contributors‘ comments on YouTube debated the superiority of BC Jean or 
Beyoncé‘s interpretation of the song (YouTube 2008) and they 
simultaneously add another layer of meaning, as Beyoncé‘s onscreen 
character is treated as a live person in the discussion on infidelity and 
gender where Beyoncé is accused of being racist and sexist and 
simultaneously showing it the way it really is (YouTube 2009). BC Jean‘s 
version feels more edgy, less polished, and of course, with Beyoncé‘s 
version, it is impossible to listen to it without also seeing the video, once 
you‘ve viewed it. In some ways the video is a conventional wish fulfilment 
narrative: 
What happens?  
… she imagines waking up as her boyfriend, and 
she immediately, even while dressing, is sexually 
charged: she has that energy of testosterone, 
which means that she is not thinking of others. 
In this burst of phallic power she hardly notices 
him, she‘s out of the door in her NYPD uniform, 
tight and sexy, and she‘s in the police car with 
her male colleague, and although he‘s driving, 
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she‘s the one that‘s in control, beating up people 
on the sidewalk, Black men. Later they‘re at the 
shooting range and she holds her colleague to 
show him what to do with the gun, but it‘s like 
she‘s going to fuck him anally. Then later, she‘s 
in the locker room and she‘s up against the locker 
in the style of gay porn, she becomes a gay boy, 
who‘s going to screw her colleague; and then 
she switches off her cell phone. 
Transgression and power 
The video makes explicit visual reference to historical racial and gendered 
hierarchies but then, in my latter reading, transgresses and reverses these, 
presenting a straight Black woman as transitioning into a dominant gay 
man vis-à-vis a White man. And it is in this homoerotic zone that power is 
consummated and race is subsumed – until right at the end, when 
normality is encountered through a doubling of unsung, but spoken, 
uncanny lines between the man and woman and a return to Freud‘s picture 
of the fundamentally conservative hierarchical society is seen as inevitable 
even if it makes us unhappy (1930/2001: 86). The confirmation of 
binaries, of being or not being what we desire, leaves the ghost of desire in 
between. The ghost asks us, ‗If I were White, if I had power …‘ 
Derrida and Marx, and the translation of binaries 
The beginning of Spectres of Marx (Derrida 2006) is fundamentally 
written of Hamlet and to Shakespeare, meditating on being and not being 
and the spaces inbetween. In 1993 Derrida dedicated his text to Chris 
Hani, the South African political activist in the struggle against apartheid, 
who had recently been assassinated by a far-right Polish immigrant and his 
accomplice, a Conservative member of parliament. Derrida notes, in 
particular, Hani‘s decision ‗to devote himself once again to a minority 
Communist party riddled with contradictions‘ (Derrida 1993, trans. Kamuf 
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2006: xv). Interestingly, in this English translation, Kamuf translates 
Derrida‘s phrase ‗traversé de contradictions‘ (1993: 12) as ‗riddled with 
contradictions‘ (2006: xv). The term she chooses gives a sense of a body in 
decay, being eaten by worms perhaps, rather than the Derridean choice of 
word ‗traversée‘, which may suggest a range of transgressive actions from 
‗pass through (… danger, crisis)‘ to ‗shot through‘ (Harrap 1978). 
Interestingly, Kamuf‘s translation removes the crossing, moving through 
effect of the ‗trans‘ with its half repetition of ‗contra‘ that gives a feeling of 
inner turmoil, caught at the uncanny still but moving point, in the middle 
of a whirlpool, or perhaps riddled, to use Kamuf‘s verb, with bullets, 
echoing the assassination of Hani. Derrida points out that Hani‘s choice of 
political party had effectively limited his potential political progression 
after apartheid, should he have survived the assassination. Reading the 
dedication to Hani marks therefore a triple spectral presence of the 
transgressive, the ‗going beyond accepted boundaries of … convention‘ 
(Collins 2001), in that it commemorates the writing of a dead author, 
Marx. It is written by another now dead author, Derrida, in awe of the 
political choice of self-denial of an activist, for the greater good of a cause, 
in itself a third position, between doing and not doing but acting in desire. 
Derrida posits the experience of being in the midst of binaries, 
perhaps between life and death, as:  
Ni dans la vie ni dans la mort seules. Ce qui se 
passe entre deux, et entre tous les ‗deux‘ qu‘on 
voudra, comme entre la vie et mort, cela ne peut 
que s‘entretenir de quelque fantôme. Il faudrait 
apprendre les esprits. 
(Derrida 1993: 14) 
The act of translation is itself a metaphor for the epicentre of the 
binary, as Kamuf‘s translation demonstrates, with her addition of extra 
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italicisation and a clause from the original French language in which 
Derrida wrote: 
Neither in life nor in death alone. What happens 
between two, and between all the ‗two‘s‘ one 
likes, such as between life and death, can only 
maintain itself with some ghost, can only talk 
with or about some ghost [s‘entretenir de 
quelque fantôme] 
(Derrida 1993, trans. Kamuf 2006: xvii, my underlining) 
 Kamuf‘s additional phrase ‗can only talk with or about some ghost 
[s‘entretenir de quelque fantôme]‘, as an explanation of the word 
‗maintain‘, and its repetition in French and in English of ‗some ghost‘, its 
location in the realm of the oral/aural, posits her reading as placing the 
emphasis on communication with or about ghosts as opposed to being 
about engaging in action with the spectral. Another reading, using 
Derrida‘s own emphasis on ‗seules‘ and ‗s’entretenir‘, ‗alone‘ and 
‗maintain‘, indicates, alongside his words on Hani, that the optimum 
position between binaries is to keep up (Harrap 1978) with one‘s ghosts or 
to take hold of the spectral. Later Kamuf retains Derrida‘s use of 
‗maintenir‘ translating it as ‗maintaining‘ (Derrida 1993, trans. Kamuf 
2006: 1), so it seems that ‗maintenir‘, or ‗maintain‘, is a key verb in the 
understanding of what Derrida suggests is the necessity of interaction with 
the spectral. 
Maintain is an active verb; it holds a sense of taking care and 
control, implying a power struggle between the physical and metaphysical 
worlds. Whether it is the literary translation of Jacques Derrida by Peggy 
Kamuf or the analytical translation of the historical or cultural through 
CRT, the act of translation shows the uneasy relationship between a 
spectral body of text or entity and the corporeal words or actions of an 
academic. Freud in Totem and Taboo (1913/1995) described this uneasy 
relationship between the authoritarian and the future inheritor of a desired 
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object as being laced with ‗the tension of ambivalence‘, the future inheritor 
eventually killing the parent to survive and progress (p. 503). Similarly, as 
academics, we play with text and inevitably may play party to a kind of 
assassination. 
Assassination: the second critical moment  
Grabham, reflecting on Sara Ahmed‘s 2004 work on affect, writes: 
… if emotions function as affective economies, 
then paying attention to the impressions that 
subjects make on one another can allow for a 
political reading of encounters that goes beyond 
the individual subject. 
(Grabham 2009: 198) 
CRT allows us to use the specificity of affect of the individual 
narrative, as explored by intersectionality, within the context of what Royle 
(2003) refers to as ‗a ghostly institution‘ (p. 54), the uncanny university. 
The psychoanalytical unpeeling of the apparent liberalist skin of the 
university reveals its foundational spectre as underpinning nation (p. 55). 
The wealth and power of the university has its foundations in imperialism, 
and in the postcolonial era this legacy is shown in the affects on racial 
structures within the university, of White supremacy. This ambivalent 
relationship of race within the university epitomises how White supremacy 
is retained in western academia. 
CRT makes demands of scholarship towards futurity, particularly in 
the realm of education and higher education, in emphasising that the 
affects of education are the pivotal whirlpool in my tentative translation of 
Derrida earlier – the affects that keep us static, move us backwards and to 
oblivion, or forwards to transgression and agency. 
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Of transgression and the act of writing 
I‘m struggling to get to it, but then I‘m there and 20 minutes early. ‗It‘ is a 
lecture by Judith Butler at yet another UK university. At the door, the 
woman says to me, ‗You can‘t come in!‘ I feel locked out. I say, ‗But I 
booked a place!‘ The woman answers, ‗You should have come earlier.‘ I 
think about widening participation and how I couldn‘t come earlier as I 
was working, teaching, at another university. But a few moments later, I 
manage to get inside and try to get a seat. But there are very few left, and 
those all seem to have bags left on them. I go up to each in turn and talk 
with the person to the side of each bag, but the answer is always the same: 
‗I‘m saving the seat for my friend‘. I attempt to settle myself at the side of 
the room, on the floor at the side, along with others like me, but we are 
asked to move on, ‗health and safety‘ being cited as the reason for 
prohibiting sitting in these places without chairs. 
And then a last desperate attempt. I turn towards the front, to the 
place where Judith Butler is going to stand in a few minutes. I look at the 
front row of seating and, determined not to be ejected, I think big … and 
walk towards the front row. It is filled, apart from the middle seat, which 
has a nice designer bag sitting in the spotlight. I walk towards it and find 
myself facing the bag, then the woman to its side, and I say, ‗You‘re not 
really saving this seat for someone, are you?‘ And the woman turns to me 
and says, with a smile, ‗No.‘ And so I climb over the long thin desk that is 
in front of each row of seating, and, as the bag is moved, I sit down and 
take out my notebook and pen. 
As I wait for Judith to enter, I sense the growing excitement of 
anticipation behind me. It‘s a bit like the two-hour wait for a 45-minute 
Madonna concert at Wembley Stadium years ago – that feeling that we‘re 
going to encounter someone really exciting. In the row in which I am 
sitting I sense something else too, that feeling of entitlement, a calm 
acceptance of a right to be somewhere where others want to be. I realise 
that I am sitting in a row of leading academics, I have transgressed the 
hierarchy by asking someone to move their baggage. My mind meanders to 
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thinking of ‗Gandhi‘s creative transgression of prevailing laws through the 
ritual of the Salt March … a dramatic example of cultural transformation‘ 
(Omer 2005), leading to the eventual overthrow of British imperialism in 
India. 
Judith Butler walks in and there is a lot of moving around, opening 
up of doors and letting people hitherto excluded inside, including a 
number of Black and minority ethnic (BME) young people. Judith 
practises what she preaches and has a problem with turning people away 
when there are carpet, steps and a stage to sit on and, more important, 
matters of urgency to be addressed. Eventually the lecture begins and it is 
amazing and thoroughly of the now. Because of the ethics of writing this 
narrative, I am not going to register the specifics of the lecture; however, 
what impressed me was Judith Butler‘s generosity to acknowledge and 
encompass others‘ ideas from all spheres of society and her ability to 
combine transgression with the historic in her writing, in her speech and in 
her interaction with those present. 
The last element of this critical moment is perhaps the most 
important as it encompasses the whole within one image. Towards the end 
of the lecture, I am listening to the Q&A part of the session and notice 
Judith Butler‘s intense concentration when listening to a participant from 
the floor – literally the floor, as it is someone who was allowed eventually 
to stand at the side. And then I notice, from the corner of my eye, a 
movement from somewhere at my left. I turn slightly and see that the 
person sitting next to me has the Guardian G2 insert on her lap; it is 
opened and folded back at the page for that evening‘s TV listings. With a 
pen, a red pen, she‘s underlining particular TV programmes. It is as if I 
have zoomed in to micro-closeup, as if I have become a camera just 
recording sights. I zoom out to panorama shot – to Judith Butler, who has 
left the cover of the lecturn in order to move closer to the questioner from 
the floor. I pan to the right; the questioner, a young BME man, has moved 
away from the wall he was leaning on and closer to Judith, whose gaze 
gives him power in their verbal interaction. I am caught in a wideshot, a 
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still point amidst binaries, Judith listening acutely, the BME man and, at 
the extreme bottom of the shot, there it is, what‘s holding us back: in the 
front row of an event from which others have been turned away, no longer 
listening but looking away at the broadsheet‘s tabloid-sized pages, now 
tainted with red ink of what‘s interesting on TV, the hand of a White 
academic. 
Conclusion: If I Were White is about thinking 
about how we will be when we attain power 
Grabham cites Harris (1999) as having ‗written about working to maintain 
an analysis of heteronormativity within the field of critical race studies‘ 
(Grabham 2009: 184). I would, however, go one step further and say that 
what I am asking of UK CRT is that it must take on all the other ‗isms‘, of 
gender, sexuality, age and disability, but we must also guard against 
recreating the hierarchies already present within academia that parallel the 
hierarchies many of us worked against within mainstream culture in the 
1970s and 80s. The hand of the White academic, in my second critical 
moment, showed the power of White academics to take political space and 
use it to dismiss others‘ power, even if there is a radical agenda as there 
was at the Judith Butler event. At conferences in the UK during 2009–
2010 where there were platforms for CRT discussion it was noticeable that 
White male academics and also BME male academics presented CRT 
keynote papers. The development of critical race feminism as a defined 
part of CRT in the UK is taking place, there are more and more female 
academics in the UK using CRT and CRF, and these voices should have an 
equal footing. Many of the female BME academics involved in CRT have 
been active in the women‘s and Black women‘s movements: we do not 
want to deal with race by foregoing the advances we have achieved as 
women. My concluding remarks then are about if I were a White academic 
how I would behave. In other words, thinking about how we, the BME 
academics of the present in the UK, imagine future equality and whether 
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this is reflected in CRT and CRF in the UK in action. It is through our 
current actions that we create futurity. 
The great opportunity of the age of Obama is for a new kind of 
scholarship which acknowledges all of our pasts but says that we are the 
change. Grabham cites Wendy Brown‘s thoughts in States of Injury (1995), 
saying that ‗she argues for a politics based on ―I want this for us‖ rather 
than ―I am‖‘ (Grabham 2009: 186), arguing against the traditional 
minority politics emphasising injustice – the midpoint between binaries  
and about a time beyond the ambivalent fruition of Martin Luther King‘s 
(1963/2003) speech I have a dream, towards this age of Obama (2008a) 
and Yes, we can. This is a politics against the nihilism, explored in my 
earlier work, on the transgressive political struggles encompassed after 
death by the suicide bomber video and other terror (Chakrabarty 2008a; 
2008b). The title of Obama‘s (2008b) book, The Audacity of Hope, in itself 
produces this new politics in its article of faith in the transgressive 
imagination of being, and leaving behind not being: overturning the 
melancholia of the thwarted desires of Beyoncé (YouTube 2009) and the 
spectacular self-aggression of nihilistic activism that has led to a lessening 
of BME equality under anti-terror legislation. 
And to end, as a way forward 
To the dead and the dying among the intifada 
and the Kurds, to those who fight oppression in 
whatever land, and stand up not only to be 
counted but to be shot. 
(Highsmith 1992; dedication) 
Patricia Highsmith‘s surprising peritext reveals the connections between 
the act of creation  Highsmith the writer‘s uncanny link with her 
character the con artist Tom Ripley through her imaginings  and the aims 
of the political activist: through maintaining the spectre of the past 
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hierarchies and the transgressive actions taken against us by others, at the 
intersection of writing and imagining, we move into futurity by acting 
differently, not as if we are White, but in imagining differently the power of 
Whiteness when we attain it. 
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Chapter 11 
Reflections on the ‘wages of Whiteness’ 
in contemporary Britain 
Steve Garner, Aston University 
Introduction 
I have been carrying out qualitative fieldwork in provincial English towns 
and cities informed by engagement with both American and British work 
on White identities since 2004. This paper is an attempt to begin making 
sense of what it is that constitutes the material as well as, in Du Bois‘ 
(1995) formulation, the ‗public and psychological wage‘ of Whiteness in 
contemporary Britain. I find this particularly challenging in relation to 
White people who live in the worst material conditions, which is the focus 
of this chapter. Indeed, part of the struggle for me is trying to think 
through the material with the cultural as indissociable dimensions of the 
problem of class oppression and racism, rather than as separate and 
frequently disassociated terms. In reading the American literature, I have 
found a canon of theoretical works, many of which are drawn from critical 
race theory (CRT): Harris 1993, Mills 1997, inter alia. It is extremely 
encouraging to find scholarship of such clarity and insight placing racism 
at the heart of social relations. My problem with CRT is that so far it has 
not convincingly engaged with class as a social identity, just as my problem 
with Marxist analyses is that they do not convincingly engage with racism. 
By ‗convincingly‘, I mean apprehend it as a multidimensional phenomenon 
(ideology, practices, outcomes) which can exceed class. However, neither 
of these corpuses are corpses: they are works in progress, and we can 
improve on them. According a priori primary status to class at all times in 
all places does not help us understand why people who are objectively in 
the same class and material locations enjoy antagonistic cultural relations. 
The same would apply to ‗race‘. People experience multidimensional, 
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compounding, overlapping forms of discrimination, and can also be 
simultaneously on the dominant side of one equation while on the 
dominated side of another (Hill Collins 1990). I do not see racism 
disappearing while market capitalism is still flourishing, but that does not 
mean it is always and merely a ‗secondary effect‘. So here I want to address 
what I suggest is one limit of CRT: how to deal with a group that is 
simultaneously dominant along one axis and dominated along another, i.e. 
the White English working class. 
My starting point is that what I am looking at is how racism, as a set 
of ideas (one of the strands), functions to make people racialised as White 
distinguish themselves from people not racialised as White, in the context 
of their own class oppression. Class is a relational and processual (i.e. 
historical) phenomenon, not a set of bounded groups of people. It is a 
byproduct of market capitalism, which is the same context within which 
the meanings and practices associated with ‗race‘ are made. 
I am going to begin with the quote from Du Bois and its context. The 
key outcome of Reconstruction for him is the failure of the White poor in 
the southern states to make common cause with the enfranchised African 
Americans. The economic case for not doing so is unclear. The significance 
of this choice derived from status and attachment to the dominant group:  
... the white group of labourers, while they 
received a low wage, were compensated in part 
by a sort of public and psychological wage. They 
were given public deference and titles of courtesy 
because they were white ...  
(Du Bois 1995: 707) 
What emerges for me from this statement is the fusion of the 
cultural and the economic spheres. So, how can we start to think about the 
‗public and psychological wage‘ of being White and working class in 
provincial England, in terms of (a) ideas about belonging and (b) how it fits 
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into a view that the material and the cultural are always present in such 
formulations?  
The wages of Whiteness in contemporary 
England 
To start with, it needs to be stated that studies of White identities are 
disproportionately focused on working-class men living in large urban 
centres – and that is as true of the USA as it is of the UK. This paper 
continues in this vein, looking solely at working-class respondents (for 
more on the middle classes, see Garner 2010). The idea that people can be 
located in various relative positions of power spread along different axes 
(notably class, gender and ‗race‘) has found its expression among 
researchers using the ‗intersectionality‘ paradigm, first advocated in the 
early 1990s (Crenshaw 1991; Hill Collins 1990). The way in which it helps 
understand the dynamics of White working-class English people‘s 
comments made during interviews over the past few years (see below) is to 
make their dual location more visible. If we understand relationships of 
dominated and dominant to be fixed and totalised along one axis only 
(men/women; Whites/non-Whites; working class/middle class), there is 
no room for understanding the complexities of the ways these oppressions 
position people as actors.  
From the interviews carried out around the topics of community and 
nation,
22
 the dominant discourse emerges as one depicting the White 
working class as a beleaguered, defensive and victimised group. I have 
chosen four frequent themes or messages coming from interview research 
that was undertaken in eight working-class communities between 2004 
 
22 These projects have taken place in Bristol (three different places), Plymouth, 
Milton Keynes, Thetford, Runcorn-Widnes and Birmingham in the 2004–2009 
period.
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and 2009, not in any particular order. I use ‗we‘ and ‗they‘ non-specifically, 
and the wording is my own summary. The quotations that follow are 
illustrative of the ways these messages are conveyed.  
1. Minorities get access to resources that we can’t get, just 
because they are minorities. 
I know of [foreign] families who have got start-
up vouchers to help them with their housing, 
and I never got that. They all seem to get their 
houses and points, and have decent places to 
live.  
(Martina, Thetford, 30s) 
The Somalians, they’re having everything … the 
lady across the road [Somali], now I know she’s 
got grown up children and she’s got young 
children. Now I know they’re mucking about 
with the social. You know they’re claiming they 
don’t get this and don’t get that … and they’re all 
working. And the two things I ask for, they got 
… And I think hang on a minute, is it right that 
you look after your house, go to work, pay your 
council tax, pay your rent, pay your taxes and 
you’re not rewarded? Yet those that do nothing 
… one they get it because they show you the 
racist card … you’re not givin’ it to me cos I’m 
Black …  
(Jane, 30s, Bristol) 
There are plenty of people who focus entirely on minorities 
accessing specific resources, primarily housing and benefits, but also in the 
numerous stories of asylum seekers and new migrants receiving loans for 
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business, mobile phones, cars, etc. (Garner et al. 2009). However, I have 
selected these two quotes because they give an idea of the complex contexts 
in which such comments are often made. Many of the people we speak to 
are engaged in ideological labour aimed at establishing their respectability, 
work ethic and decency vis-à-vis those they are describing as leapfrogging 
them in queues for resources. Often, the entitlement they articulate is 
framed in terms of two sets of competitors: local White ‗spongers‘ and new 
minority ‗spongers‘. While the latter also have specific discursive toppings 
loaded onto them, the former are a constant presence in the narratives of 
people living on estates in provincial England. A process of multiple 
othering is in play. 
I’m not racist. I’m not racist … but I’m 
prejudiced. I am prejudiced, but I’m not only 
prejudiced against people that are Black, I’m 
prejudiced against people who are on the dole 
who don’t do nothing, and still get it all. And 
there’s like me and my husband, who work hard 
… who keep our house nice … I mean we’re only 
council tenants … but we don’t get nothing. And 
that’s prejudice, very prejudiced. 
 (Frances, 50s, Bristol) 
2. The British are being culturally dominated. We are 
bending over backwards to accommodate other cultures 
and they are not integrating: we could not do the same in 
their countries of origin. 
Maybe it’s a matter of retraining or making 
them aware of our standards as well ’cos it 
seems as if … they come in and it’s … we have to 
… change to their religions. I know that sounds 
harsh but there is a force getting stronger that 
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says we’ve got to adjust to their ways of 
thinking and feeling, and what we should be 
saying and doing. But if we went into their 
country we’d have to abide by their … and I 
would as well. I would respect their country’s 
kind of policies and whatever.  
(Hilda, 50s, Birmingham) 
They’re bending over so much to not offend 
people that you’re actually offending the people 
that come from this country.  And that’s what's 
causing the arguments and the rows and the 
fighting.  
(Sally, 40s, Plymouth)  
I think that, you know, we should allow for 
different religions, but not when their religion 
takes precedence over ours, because we 
certainly can’t go to a Muslim country and have 
the same rights.  And to call, I think, was it in 
Leicester, I’m not sure, the Christmas lights 
winter lights because of an offence, see, and it’s 
that that’s becoming really annoying to most 
people that I have spoken to lately anyway.  
(Denise, 30s, Plymouth) 
Much of the talk in relation to this idea follows the ‗when-in-Rome‘ 
script, positing a logic of equivalence between immigration into the UK by 
(especially) developing world nationals, and emigration out of it by UK 
nationals. To say the least, this underlines the widespread lack of 
knowledge about the real constraints in terms of mobility that the current 
EU and UK immigration regimes impose on people holding non-EU 
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passports. Indeed, this strand of discourse seems to remain at an abstract 
level, overlapping with idea of political correctness, i.e. activities that have 
supposedly been banned or modified to avoid offending minorities. The 
boundary between this line of talk and that relating to stories of migrants 
integrating or not crosses into the next category. 
3. Some groups are too different from us to be 
incorporated into our culture. 
This is our country and we were kind enough to 
let them in. In their country we couldn’t dress 
like this, we would have to respect their ways, 
but they don’t respect us and our ways. The 
younger people do, but now they want to have 
Sharia laws ... they should adopt our ways. 
 (Brenda, Milton Keynes, 60s) 
A They had to call it a different: instead of 
calling it Christmas decorations, they had to call 
it some other, season’s decorations, which seems 
to me foolish. And when they go to school and, 
the children, and they dress up in their clothes 
and they take over certain lessons. 
Q  You mean the veil? 
A  The veil. Well, if they come into our 
community, surely they should dress the same 
as the rest. Because if we went to their country, 
we wouldn’t try to push our religion, our way of 
life on them, we’d still try to be in the 
background, but they don’t.  They seem to, when 
they get into an area, they seem to take over the 
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whole area. That’s what I think about that 
anyway.  
(Angela, 60s, Plymouth) 
It would be easy to set out a series of quotes in which an array of 
differences are listed. What I am seeking to do here is illuminate the 
discourse about threatening difference in a way that suggests the 
association (non-integration) with the symbolic identifiers: sharia law, 
veils, women‘s dress in general. There is an obvious fixation on Islam as 
the example of non-integration that first comes to the minds of our 
interviewees (very few of whom live in places with more than tiny Muslim 
populations). Second, what is interesting is the connection made between 
the ‗bending over backwards‘ discussion (see 2) and the accompanying idea 
of future loss of power. These kinds of narratives establish Muslims (the 
dangerous outsider of the early twenty-first century) as a collective threat 
to British values and space. However, on the question of ‗Britishness‘, it is 
not only the imminent threats posed from outsiders (it seems impossible to 
construct a Muslim Britishness out of these narratives), but the 
comparison with other British nations that provokes a feeling of 
resentment. 
4. The English cannot proclaim or celebrate their identity 
without being criticised (cf. Scottish, Welsh, Irish 
identities) because we did bad things to other people. We 
shouldn’t have to keep apologising for them as they are no 
longer relevant. 
Q Do you make a distinction between being 
British and English? 
A Well, I’ve always, English, because I'm 
English, born in England, born in Bristol kind of 
thing, but over the years, it’s getting less 
English, because you're not allowed to be 
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English.  You got to say you’re British or White 
British or Black British or Irish. You can be Irish 
British, but not English because it’s a different 
country, but it is eroding away as you go on, the 
English bit. You’re classed as British all the time. 
Every form you fill in, you know yourself, 
there’s no English, it’s British, British. 
(Barry, 50s, Bristol) 
If you’re English, or if you state you’re English … 
it flags up to some people, a lot of the people that 
I work with, that you’ve got some sort of racism 
– going on.  And I don’t see that. 
Q  You mean against the Scots and ... 
A Against anyone. They draw the distinction 
very quickly from British to English when you 
talk about colonialism and imperialism because 
they see it as English-led. Then they say, well, 
what’s English? That’s the classic line I get 
thrown at me.  
 (Mike, 30s, Plymouth) 
I’m of an age that can still remember the British 
Empire, and when we were at school, there was 
lots of pink on maps or atlases of the world, so 
in some ways, I’m a bit old fashioned in that 
respect, but again we exploited all these 
countries going back then, not that I feel in these 
days ... that’s history and we shouldn’t have to 
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be apologising to everybody all the time for 
what we did.  
(Theresa, 60s, Plymouth) 
Filling in forms appears to trigger resentment about Britishness 
applying to English people in a different way. In this reading, the fact that 
one cannot specify Englishness on a form means that the English are being 
discriminated against. Another interpretation could be that English is the 
mainstream of Britishness and does not need reiterating: only if one is 
differently British does it need stipulating. 
However, the human rights and entitlement discourses are now 
utilised freely by groups such as the British National Party and some of this 
has filtered into public discourse through media critiques of human rights. 
The idea that ‗you‘re not allowed to be English‘ appears to carry an 
emotional charge. The other particularist nationalisms (developed in 
opposition to Englishness) have emerged untainted by colonialism
23
 and 
can be celebrated innocently. So tied in with this feeling of not being 
allowed to be English is a recognition that England has been the dominant 
partner in the Union and in the imperial enterprise, hence the final part of 
the claim above. Indeed, Englishness emerges from these conversations as 
an embattled identity in contemporary Britain because of the imperial 
past. Migrants, in this view, get extra rights because the political elite is too 
guilt-ridden to impose proper equality. We find in these beleaguered and 
victimised narratives the perfect inversion of rights and legitimacy: 
They’ve ... they’ve got the race relations officer 
at the Milton Keynes council. They can phone 
him, or her, or whoever it is and say, ‘Well, look 
 
23 Although in terms of Scots, Irish and Welsh participation in Empire we could 
legitimately pose this as a research question. See Mac Einri (2006).
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the White man down the road is calling my son 
names.’ You get a letter then, to say that you’re a 
... racist. But we’re not!! We’re not! We’re trying 
to stick up for ourselves. We are White, we are ... 
this is our country, and as they are coming in 
they should be taught, there should be said 
‘Alright, what can you offer, how do you feel ... 
living among White people? Will it be, you 
know, a hindrance? Will you be able to get on 
with your neighbours if they are White?’ And if 
not, they shouldn’t be allowed to come.  
(Gail, Milton Keynes, 60s) 
My selection of stories here is necessarily narrow and argument-
based. However, such narratives, which appear to be widely shared in 
mainly all-White urban areas of England, pose an epistemological issue for 
CRT. If the latter is founded on narratives, counternarratives and naming 
one’s own reality, what do we make of these subaltern stories from the less 
dominant end of the majority group? Delgado (2000: 60) states that the 
dominant group has its own stories, providing it with ‗its own reality, in 
which its own superior position is seen as natural‘. Yet these stories, aimed 
at highlighting perceived unfairness and turning White people into victims 
(of middle-class political correctness and minority lobby groups), mean 
that we have to evaluate this in another way. Similar types of narrative 
exist, but are inflected differently, in the USA, where they coalesce around 
the ideas that first, racial inequality stopped in 1965, with the passage of 
the Civil Rights Act, and second, that affirmative action prioritises job 
opportunities and university places for minorities (McKinney 2005; 
Bonilla-Silva 2006). Together, these make Whiteness a millstone rather 
than a badge of privilege. 
This set of assumptions (anything minorities get is ‗unfair‘) is 
indicative that previous patterns of racialised achievement and access to 
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resources are seen as normal, natural and neutral. In our interviews, it is 
not easy to distinguish racist discourse from that which is not specific to 
racialisation. Much of this talk is of abandonment, devaluing, de-
industrialisation, grieving, and observations of a qualitative worsening in 
social relations over recent decades. Within it, discussion of the unfair 
distribution of resources (empirically provable in terms of socioeconomic 
and racialised groups) seems predicated on the perception that White UK 
people are racially subordinate: it is necessarily built on racist ideas. The 
way in which ‗race‘ is conjured up is to assert that the position of White 
people (and most particularly the White working classes) is now 
subordinate to those of ethnic minorities (who in this way of speaking are 
never classed, only ethnic): an implicit and coded rather than explicit 
version of Delgado‘s statement. It therefore seems to me that either 
contemporary racist discourse is constitutive of broader discourses about 
negative change or talk of broad social change in Britain is frequently 
inextricable from racist discourse.  
In the map of social relations thrown up by our interviews, the 
compass points have been altered: east is west, north is south. So, were we 
to enter this arena with some of the tools developed by CRT, would they be 
compromised or neutralised by the Whiteness-as-disempowerment 
narratives? The baseline assumption of White domination upon which 
CRT is constructed comes into conflict with the discursive positions of 
people who occupy that social space. While recognising they are subaltern 
along the class axis, they appear not to understand that they are dominant 
on the racial one. I think we have to analyse what is happening in these 
stories and why, without dismissing them purely as ‗wrong‘. CRT is also 
supposed to be an anti-racist tool that seeks to intervene in social relations, 
and I am not sure how it would do so in the British context without 
acknowledging that lots of people think like the interviewees already cited. 
This represents an obstacle to progressive change that will not be 
dissipated by economic prosperity alone – virtually all the fieldwork here 
took place in the period during which the British economy was expanding.  
We need to know how we have arrived in a situation where such stories of 
Chapter 11: Reflections on the ‘wages of Whiteness’ in contemporary 
Britain 
 235 
White racial handicap make sense. What are their conditions of 
intelligibility?  
Some suggestions for understanding the wages 
I take as my departure point the insight from Mills (1997: 6) that all Whites 
benefit from racism at some level whether they want to or not. This is one 
point that has to be developed to inform anti-racist praxis and to help 
White people understand and take responsibility for Whiteness so they see 
it as damaging to everyone in different ways and are encouraged to 
disengage from dominant racial discourse. How do we account for the ways 
in which the White working classes benefit from racism? This necessitates 
the drafting of a political economy of racism in contemporary Britain, 
which has three strands: the role of the state; the shadow of a golden age; 
and a moral economy of Whiteness.  
The state and housing 
On the face of it, the types of discourse noted here are dissimilar from 
those of the 1970s. Yet this similarity hides a different context. No one 
seriously suggested then that Black and minority ethnic groups (BAME) 
got priority over White British people. Now, this is a mantra, almost a 
doxa. It has no empirical basis in the realms of housing, employment, 
higher education access, representation on boards of companies, etc. 
(Dorling 2009). It emerges strongly from our interviews that people feel 
that White disadvantage is being paid for by advantages granted to other 
groups, especially migrants, minorities and other, White, ‗free-riders‘. This 
advantage comes in the form of material resources as well as ‗culture‘, 
through a shift in norms that posits multiculturalism and what is seen as 
‗political correctness‘ as the default positions: these are both viewed as 
detrimental to White interests. 
Since the high noon of the pre-oil crisis period, the neoliberal reform 
of the state has been a feature of most western societies. In terms of our 
interviewees, there are a number of ways in which this has impacted on 
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school choice, the favouring of particular industries and geographical 
locations over others, changes to benefits and pensions, etc. However, one 
specific and obvious arena in which this has made itself felt in Britain is the 
shift in housing allocation following the ‗right-to-buy‘ legislation (Housing 
Act 1980). This has had two main consequences: access to the purchase of 
social housing, and the social housing shortage. 
Tenants of council housing as of 1981, the group first entitled to buy, 
were not a random sample of the working class. We know that access was 
easier for people in the upper echelons of the working class and that local 
ties counted for a lot in terms of where one could be housed (Dench et al. 
2006). In order to have intergenerational ties to an area, you necessarily 
have to have a history of residing in a particular place, which takes time to 
develop. A lack of history in a specific borough‘s housing system placed 
minorities at a disadvantage. This meant that they were often housed in 
poorer quality accommodation, in areas seen as problematic by council 
staff (Ginsburg 1988). Moreover, some minority groups headed for the 
private rented sector due to lack of access to the state-provided one. As 
minority people in 1970s Britain were disproportionately concentrated in 
the working class, but with generally higher levels of unemployment and 
lower levels of educational attainment, they were not therefore usually in 
the best position to buy (in proportion to their numbers in the socially 
housed population).  
With the Housing Act‘s ban on investing the proceeds of housing 
sales into further house building, the availability of social housing became, 
over time, severely limited and open to those who could accumulate the 
most points, i.e. the homeless and/or those with multiple disadvantage. 
The shift from rights- to needs-based systems of allocation is thus part of 
the story of the ‗residualisation‘ of social housing (Forrest and Murie 
1988). In this transformation, the material (the state spends less money on 
housing provision) and the cultural (the change to ‗individual choice‘ and 
consumer rights being promoted above the collective need) are fused. 
What we identify in the stories from White interviewees nowadays are 
heavily racialised readings of access: any non-White access to social 
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housing is viewed with suspicion, as the recipients are seen as asylum 
seekers or new migrants, neither of which groups has paid its dues. As 
housing is such an emotive issue, the causes of housing shortages, which 
mean that family cannot be housed in adjacent areas or within a 
reasonable time (a decade on waiting lists is not uncommon for our 
interviewees), become obscured. Dorling (2009) argues that the housing 
shortage is the result of a combination of state policy, the rise in housing 
prices and the amount of housing owned, but not occupied, by the 
international super-rich (particularly in London). These understandings of 
housing access are not mirrored in people‘s tales of usurping: they feel that 
the unentitled (through lack of contribution or behaviour) are being 
rewarded with housing, whereas their friends and family are not.  
The ‘moral economy of Whiteness’ 
While the term ‗moral economy‘ refers to a system of beliefs and actions 
that seeks to wrest economic control from the market and relocate it within 
a range of possibilities defined by collective subaltern ideas of fairness and 
reasonableness (Thompson 1971), I am using this expression to refer to the 
non-economic elements of Whiteness and how they are ordered through 
reference to ideas of fairness and/or superiority in contemporary 
democracies.
24
  
Although on one level the kind of racialised thinking engaged in by 
most of our respondents is clearly physical, the designation of brown 
bodies as migrants or asylum seekers, the bulk of it now passes via the 
intermediary of culture. The ‗Other‘ is conjured up more in terms of 
incommensurate cultures threatening Britain than in terms of what their 
appearance is, although the latter is obviously a guide in this way of 
 
24  I use the term ‗moral economy of Whiteness‘ to talk about how Whiteness 
functions in Latin America (Garner, 2007).
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understanding social relations. The ‗Other‘ is defined by dress, language, 
religion, yes, but also by imagined social norms – what they would do if we 
were in their country; how they treat women; how grateful ‗they‘ should be 
to ‗us‘; what would happen if ‗their‘ culture took over from ‗ours‘, etc. – in a 
nutshell, a whole list of morally loaded registers. Allied to this vulnerable 
and defensive set of probes is the underlying feeling of abandonment by 
successive governments: certainly the Conservative administrations of the 
1980s and early 90s, but most painfully by the subsequent Labour ones. 
People feel that the cuts in welfare, the shrinking manufacturing base and 
local authorities‘ perceived lack of interest in them mean that they have 
slipped down the pecking order. The White working class, in this 
perspective, is no longer the respected backbone of the country, rewarded 
with a decent living wage and housing for those who would never afford a 
mortgage. They see themselves as competing with foreigners and slackers 
for scraps. Respectability and hard work make them entitled: those who 
haven‘t worked hard long enough (immigrants) and those who haven‘t 
worked hard at all (White spongers and Travellers) are not.  
You are either entitled because of what you do (work hard, pay taxes, 
behave in an orderly fashion) or because of who you are (a national). It is 
not often that you are entitled in this logic because of what you need 
(which is effectively the logic followed by local authority housing schemes, 
and most benefit schemes to a larger or lesser extent). In practice, the 
‗what-you-do‘ and the ‗who-you-are‘ logics crisscross one another and 
merge, but in a way that grants ‗who-you-are‘ predominance. In other 
words, people complain that White spongers get money and resources they 
shouldn‘t be getting but there is no suggestion that they should not get 
anything at all, whereas the rights of migrants and even British of migrant 
origin are viewed through a different lens, of a priori unentitlement. The 
indirect set of associations is between White people, the nation and the 
privileged position this ought to grant for the state‘s services and 
resources. The ubiquity of the moral economy of Whiteness can be noted in 
the way White working-class communities are hailed by both the far-right 
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British National Party (‗indigenous‘ British) and the Department of 
Communities and Local Government (‗traditional communities‘).  
The shadow of a Golden Age?  
Les Back (1996) contends that his interviewees saw the past as a cohesive 
and healthy ‗Golden Age‘ with which to compare the fragmentation and 
decline of community. Gilroy‘s ‗postcolonial melancholy‘ (2004) expands 
upon this, making the connection between the fading away of the world of 
postwar equality, homogenous neighbourhoods and the feeling that things 
could get better. Entwined with this in a complex way is the relationship 
with Empire. Now, instead of expanding overseas, Empire has imploded. 
While the shocking presence of the postcolonial body at the heart of 
Empire belongs to another era, what we have now is the slow dawning that 
the old hierarchies cannot be unproblematically reconstructed and made to 
function. Paradoxically, the old civil concept of Britishness as a 
multinational, multiracial, almost federal system has given way to Britain 
as a European nation-state, with a more exclusive way of determining 
inclusion.  
The idiosyncrasies of place now take precedence over a national 
narrative. Gilroy‘s (2004) and Roxy Harris‘s (2006) urban convivial 
culture co-exists with our provincial White places. Indeed, some areas of 
Britain have direct experience of only European immigration and for a very 
short period, while others have centuries of interaction with the Indian 
subcontinent, the Caribbean and Africa (Wemyss 2008). Understandings 
of who ‗we‘ is thus vary wildly and contingently from one place to another. 
In these overwhelmingly White areas, small numbers of longstanding 
Black and Asian families are often seen as part of the neighbourhood and 
contrasted favourably with new European and Somali immigrants, for 
example. Those individuals may well share attitudes of suspicion and 
resentment towards asylum seekers, yet this should not distract us from 
the central premise. Only when the implicit hierarchy (Whites over 
everyone else), i.e. what Cheryl Harris calls ‗part of the natural order of 
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things that cannot legitimately be disturbed‘ (1993: 1778), is brought into 
question is there a corresponding complaint of unfairness. 
Conclusions 
My reading of the interview data and secondary sources thus leads me to 
the following conclusions regarding the working-class wages of Whiteness. 
These are largely non-economic, i.e. moral economy issues. 
1. Whiteness buys the capacity to judge Others as collectives, while errant 
Whites are only ever individuals. Into this rhetorical abyss are dragged 
any people of colour, depending on their relation to the speaker. 
2. Whiteness posits the White working classes as the entitled nation, in 
contradistinction to unentitled Others. Their entitlement is based on a 
range of ways to justify labour, respectability and cultural normality. 
Entitlement can be achieved through actions (who does what) and/or 
through status (who is what). The latter is more readily racialised. In 
practice there is an amalgam, but I think there is still a clear enough 
difference between the two in the context in which they are spoken. 
3. In terms of culture and the claims of being overrun and overruled, the 
White working class is as vociferous as the middle class. In fact, my 
reading is that, while they often feel very distant from the economic 
centre, they also feel that they cannot be distanced from whatever the 
mainstream of British culture is. They therefore invest more 
emotionally in this specific battleground. The claims of ‗political 
correctness gone mad‘, banning Christmas, unfair access to everything 
and allowing people to have double standards because of their 
religious beliefs, in short, the perception that the cultural centre of 
gravity is shifting to cater to non-British people before the British, are 
ways to indicate anxiety about the place of the White working classes 
in the hierarchical order. Where do they fit if not as privileged children 
of the welfare state? 
We do not want to replace one orthodoxy, which states that class is 
the dominant explanatory framework at all times and in all contexts (race 
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and gender are just epiphenomena), with another, which states that ‗race‘ 
is the dominant framework at all times and class and gender are 
epiphenomena. CRT has to be able to account for the intersections and 
complexities in how subjects self-identify and make themselves agents 
(both reactionary and progressive). So it has to be able to talk about both 
the material and the cultural in a non-deterministic way. Wherever you 
place the emphasis, both must be taken into account at all times. If 
dominant narratives are supposed to emphasise superiority, we must 
decode the stories told by White working-class interviewees here. The 
narratives have to be read with an eye for the complexities they convey, 
and if this is messy, and makes us step sideways now and again and re-
examine our baselines before we can move forward, then so be it. 
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Chapter 12 
The CRT concept of ‘White supremacy’ as 
applied to the UK: eight major 
problematics and some educational 
implications  
Mike Cole, Bishop Grosseteste University College Lincoln 
Introduction 
It is true to say that, until the beginning of the twenty-first century, anti-
racist education, informed by Marxism and other forms of radical thinking, 
had been the only left theoretical position in the UK with respect to ‗race‘ 
and education.
25
 On 20 November 2006, however, a non-Marxist left 
challenge from the other side of Atlantic was consolidated in the UK. The 
first ever international critical race theory (CRT) seminar in the UK took 
place at the Education and Social Research Institute at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. Firmly established in the USA, CRT is very new to 
the UK and has few adherents here. These few are mainly working in the 
field of education. Indeed, CRT‘s main UK-based protagonists, David 
Gillborn (e.g. Gillborn 2005, 2006a,b, 2008, 2009, 2010a,b), John Preston 
(e.g. Preston 2007, 2010) and Namita Chakrabarty (e.g. Chakrabarty 
2006a,b; Charkabarty and Preston 2007, 2008), all educationists, 
 
25 While the liberal paradigm has been, and remains, multicultural education, the 
hegemonic form of education in the UK has traditionally been monocultural 
education, an education that stresses so called ‗British values‘. For an analysis of 
monocultural, multicultural and antiracist education in the UK, see Cole (2011a). 
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presented papers at the conference.
26
 At the British Educational Research 
Association (BERA) annual conference in September 2007, at least six 
papers were CRT-focused, including a symposium entitled Guess Who’s 
Coming to BERA? Has Critical Race Theory Arrived in UK Education 
Research? (BERA 2007). At the 2008 BERA conference, a minimum of 
 
26 Chakrabarty and Preston attempt to combine CRT and Marxism (for a critique, 
see Cole 2011b). However, other critical race theorists, such as Charles Mills (e.g. 
Mills 2009) and David Gillborn (e.g. Gillborn 2008, 2009, 2010a,b), are 
unappreciative of and hostile to Marxism. Others, like Richard Delgado, one of the 
founders of CRT and one of its most prominent advocates (e.g. Delgado 2003), and 
Gloria Ladson-Billings (e.g. 2006), have retained a certain sympathy with Marxism 
and social class analysis. Indeed, as Richard Delgado (2001) points out, CRT has an 
‗idealist wing‘ and a ‗materialist wing‘. The former, he argues, is concerned with 
discourse analysis, and maintains that ‗racism and discrimination are matters of 
thinking, attitude, categorization, and discourse‘. In focusing on ‗words, symbols, 
stereotypes and categories‘, combating racism means that we have to ‗rid ourselves 
of the texts, narratives, ideas and meaning that give rise to it and convey‘ negative 
messages about specific groups (Delgado 2003: 123). Like poststructuralism, the 
analytic tools are discourse analysis. Materialist CRT, on the other hand, focuses on 
material factors and views racism as a ‗means by which society allocates privilege, 
status and wealth‘ (Delgado 2001: 2). Materialist CRT scholars are interested in 
factors ‗such as profits and the labor market‘ (Delgado 2003: 124). Such scholars 
are also interested in international relations and competition and in ‗the interests 
of elite groups, and the changing demands of the labor market‘ and how this 
benefits or disadvantages ‗racial‘ groups historically (ibid.). The legal system is key 
in sanctioning or punishing racism, depending on its larger agenda. Materialist 
CRT, then, has an affinity with both Max Weber and Weberian analysis of 
capitalism, and with Marxism. Delgado argues that CRT is ‗almost entirely 
dominated‘ by the idealist wing of CRT and this means that there are ‗huge 
deficiencies‘ in our understanding of institutional racism and ways in which the law 
is being used to serve dominant groups (ibid.: pp. 124–5). 
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four papers had a CRT theme, including one of the three BERA keynotes 
given by Ladson-Billings, one of the most prominent US critical race 
theorists in education. In June 2009, a conference entitled Critical Race 
Theory in the UK: What is to be Learnt? What is to be Done? was held at 
the Institute of Education, University of London. Over 30 papers were 
presented and the conference included contributions from Gillborn, 
Chakrabarty and Preston. One of the main conference organisers, Kevin 
Hylton, heralded the birth of ‗BritCrit‘.
27
 There are thus indications of a 
definitive presence of CRT in education in the UK.  
CRT has a major strength. It serves to constantly and consistently 
remind us of the all-pervasive existence of racism in the world, and to 
underline the fact that racism is not exceptional but routinely saturates 
most, if not all, societies in the world (see Cole 2009a: 51–2).
28
 However, 
CRT also has a number of weaknesses. In this chapter, I concentrate on the 
conceptual and practical limitations of ‗White supremacy‘ as applied to the 
UK.
29
 
The concept of ‘White supremacy’      
Critical race theorists tend to employ ‗White supremacy‘ as a descriptor of 
reality for the everyday experiences of people of colour and a more useful 
term than racism alone in certain contexts, such as the USA and other 
 
27 Such a designation follows the US tradition of the use of subdivisions of CRT, 
such as ‗LatCrit‘ (to identify racism directed at Latina/o Americans) and ‗TribalCrit‘ 
(that directed at Native Americans). 
28 For more general Marxist critiques of CRT, see Cole (2009b,c). 
29 Elsewhere (e.g. Cole 2009: chapter 3) I have discussed some of CRT‘s other 
strengths. 
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specified countries.
30
 In 1989, the radical Black American writer bell 
hooks noted: 
As I write, I try to remember when the word 
racism ceased to be the term which best 
expressed for me the exploitation of black people 
and other people of color in this society and 
when I began to understand that the most useful 
term was white supremacy.  
(hooks, 1989: 112) 
This quote was cited by Gillborn (see Gillborn 2005: 485), and in 
fact the term ‗White supremacy‘ as a descriptor of reality is used routinely 
by critical race theorists. It has been defined by Frances Lee Ansley as 
referring to ‗not … only … the self-conscious racism of white supremacist 
hate groups‘ but also to: 
a political, economic, and cultural system in 
which whites overwhelmingly control power and 
material resources, conscious and unconscious 
 
30 CRT is geographically limited. While Ladson-Billings (2006: xii) states that ‗[i]n 
its adolescence CRT … takes on an international dimension‘, the only examples she 
gives, apart from the USA, are the UK and the suburbs of Paris. She includes ‗White 
privilege‘ in this spatial specificity (for a discussion of ‗White privilege‘ in relation 
to ‗White supremacy‘, see Cole 2009: chapter 2, in particular, pp. 26–8). Gillborn 
(2008: 1) has argued that, in addition to the USA and England (devolution means 
that certain educational powers are held separately in England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland), many of CRT‘s key strands are just as applicable to the 
education systems in Canada, Europe and Australasia.  
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ideas of white supremacy and entitlement are 
widespread, and relations of white dominance 
and non-white subordination are daily reenacted 
across a broad array of institutions and social 
settings.  
(Ansley 1997: 592, cited in Gillborn 2008: 36) 
Gillborn (2008: 36) acknowledges that ‗[s]ome critical race scholars 
argue that White Supremacy, understood in this way, is as central to CRT 
as the notion of capitalism is to Marxist theory and patriarchy to 
Feminism‘. He has argued that ‗White Supremacy is not only, nor indeed 
primarily, associated with relatively small and extreme political 
movements that only mobilise on the basis of race hatred … rather, 
supremacy is seen to relate to the operation of forces that saturate the 
everyday mundane actions and policies that shape the world in the 
interests of White people‘ (Gillborn 2008: 35).  
According to leading US critical race theorist Charles W. Mills (p. 
277), ‗whiteness is a status whose link with physical whiteness, whiteness 
as a color, is less straightforward than one might think‘. As he puts it, 
‗‗[w]hiteness‘ is … used in a sense that is broader than skin color‘ (2009: 
278). Mills‘ position, along with a number of other theorists (e.g. Ignatiev 
1995; Jacobson 1998), is that ‗Whiteness‘, and thus ‗White privilege‘ and 
‗White supremacy‘, is fluid and varies historically and geographically.  
Eight major problematics in applying ‘White supremacy’ to 
the UK 
My argument in this chapter is that the employment of ‘White supremacy’ 
as a descriptor of everyday racism in the UK is problematic, both through 
history and in the present. There are at least eight reasons for this. ‗White 
supremacy‘: 
 directs attention away from modes of production     
 homogenises all White people 
 inadequately explains non-colour-coded racism 
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 does not explain newer hybridist racism 
 does not explain racism that is not White against not White  
 is historically and contemporaneously associated beliefs and values 
which are not necessarily associated with ‗everyday racism‘ 
 historically and contemporaneously connects to fascism whereas 
racism and fascism need to be differentiated  
 is counter-productive in rallying against racism  
I will deal with each of these in turn. 
Directing attention away from modes of production 
While, for Marxists, it is certainly the case that there has been a continuity 
of racism for hundreds of years, the concept of ‗White supremacy‘ does not 
in itself explain this continuity, since it does not need to connect to modes 
of production and developments in capitalism. It is true that Mills (1997) 
provides a wide-ranging discussion of the history of economic exploitation 
and that Preston (e.g. 2007, 2010) argues that CRT needs to be considered 
alongside Marxism. However, unlike Marxism, there is no a priori need to 
connect with capitalist modes of production. Thus Gillborn (e.g. 2005, 
2006a) is able to make the case for CRT and ‗White supremacy‘ without 
providing a discussion of the relationship of racism to capitalism. 
Elsewhere (e.g. Cole 2009a, 2011a) I have argued at length that for a full 
understanding of racism at any given geographical location and/or 
historical conjuncture it is necessary to employ the Marxist concept of 
racialisation. To give just one example, in order to adequately understand 
how Asian, Black and other minority ethnic children continue to be 
racialised in the UK schooling system, it is necessary to understand the 
history of British imperialism (see Cole 2008: 42–3, 85). 
The homogenisation of all White people 
Mills (1997: 37) acknowledges that not ‗all whites are better off than all 
nonwhites, but … as a statistical generalization, the objective life chances of 
whites are significantly better‘. While this is, of course, true, we should not 
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lose sight of the life chances of millions of working-class White people. To 
take poverty as one example, in the UK, while there are indicators of a 
society underpinned by rampant racism, with Black people twice as poor as 
Whites, and those of Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin over three times as 
poor as Whites (Platt 2007), this still leaves some 12 million poor White 
people in the UK who are on the receiving end of global neoliberal 
capitalism. This figure is set to escalate as the ConDem government 
embarks on making the working class as a whole pay for the current crisis 
in capitalism. 
Inadequate explanation of non-colour-coded racism 
Mills acknowledges that there were/are what he refers to as ‗borderline 
Europeans‘ – ‗the Irish, Slavs, Mediterraneans, and above all, of course, 
Jews‘ (Mills 1997: 78–9), and that there also existed ‗intra-European 
varieties of ‗racism‘‘ (p. 79). However, he argues that, while there remains 
‗some recognition‘ of such distinctions ‗in popular culture‘ – he gives 
examples of an ‗Italian‘ waitress in the TV series Cheers calling a WASP 
character ‗Whitey‘ and a discussion in a 1992 movie about whether Italians 
are really White (p. 79) – he relegates such distinctions primarily to 
history. While Mills is prepared to ‗fuzzify‘ racial categories (p. 79) with 
respect to ‗shifting criteria prescribed by the evolving Racial Contract‘ (p. 
81), and to acknowledge the existence of ‗off-White‘ people at certain 
historical periods (p. 80), he maintains that his categorisation 
(‗white/nonwhite, person/subperson‘) ‗seems to me to map the essential 
features of the racial polity accurately, to carve the social reality at its 
ontological joints‘ (p. 78). Mills is, of course, writing about the USA, and 
his analysis does not provide an explanation for non-colour-coded racism 
in the UK, where there are well-documented analyses of such racism both 
historically and contemporaneously. Moreover, whereas in the USA the 
term ‗people of color‘ is commonly used an inclusive descriptor for people 
who are not ‗White‘, in the UK the official nomenclature is ‗Black and 
minority ethnic‘. While ‗people of color‘ semantically reinforces a 
differentiation from ‗White people‘, ‗Black and minority ethnic‘, although 
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problematic in many respects (see Cole 2008: 152), does not reinforce such 
a differentiation, and easily allows for the inclusion of ‗White‘ racialised 
minority ethnic groups. In the UK, these groups, for whom racism is 
endemic, include Gypsy Roma and Traveller communities (e.g. Clark and 
Greenfields 2006; Duffy and Tomlinson 2009; Smith-Bendell 2009; Cole, 
2009a, 2011a).  
‗White supremacy‘ further provides no basis for an understanding of 
the well-documented racism directed at eastern European migrant workers 
since Poland joined the European Union (e.g. BBC News 2009a,b,c,d,e; 
Cole 2009a, 2011; Hardy 2009). This racism has all the hallmarks of 
traditional racism, such as that directed at Asian, Black and other minority 
ethnic workers following mass immigration after the second world war, but 
impacts on recently arrived groups of people. It is a non-colour-coded 
racism which has been described by Sivanandan (2001: 2) as ‗xeno-
racism‘: 
a racism that is not just directed at those with 
darker skins, from the former colonial countries, 
but at the newer categories of the displaced and 
dispossessed whites, who are beating at western 
Europe‘s doors, the Europe that displaced them 
in the first place. It is racism in substance but 
xeno in form – a racism that is meted out to 
impoverished strangers even if they are white. It 
is xeno-racism. 
Inadequate explanation of newer hybridist racism 
Under this heading, I include anti-asylum seeker racism and 
Islamophobia. My reason for using the term ‗newer hybridist racism‘ is 
because, unlike the forms of racism which are on the one hand essentially 
colour-coded and on the other essentially non-colour-coded, anti-asylum 
seeker racism and Islamophobia can be either colour-coded or non-colour-
coded. These forms of racism can also encompass a combination of colour-
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coded and non-colour-coded racism. For example, racism directed at 
asylum seekers from ‗sub-Saharan Africa‘ (itself a term with colour-coded 
racist implications) will be colour-coded but may also be Islamophobic, 
which is not necessarily colour-coded (see below), or it may be a 
combination of colour-coded (anti-Black) racism and non-colour-coded 
racism (Islamophobia). That form of racism, experienced by Afghan and 
Iraqi asylum seekers, for example, is also ambiguous, and may or may not 
be more Islamophobic than colour-coded.  
With respect to asylum seekers, Liz Fekete (2009: 137) explains that 
the motor that sets ‗the brutal deportation machine‘ in motion is ‗targets‘, 
initiated throughout Europe by respective government repressive state 
apparatuses. She notes that, in 2004, Tony Blair established a deportation 
formula based on the ‗monthly rate of removals‘ exceeding ‗the number of 
unfounded applications‘. Fekete argues that the imposition of such targets 
‗necessarily undermines the whole humanitarian principle of refugee policy 
– ‗need not numbers‘ – and becomes its obverse, ‗numbers not need‘‘, with 
failed asylum seekers being reduced to ‗a statistic for removal, even when 
they have strong claims to remain on humanitarian grounds‘ (Fekete 2009: 
137).  
As far as Islamophobia is concerned, it is important to stress that 
while Islamophobia may be sparked off by skin colour, like the forms of 
non-colour-coded racism described above, Islamophobia is not necessarily 
triggered by skin colour – it can also be set off by one or more (perceived) 
symbols of the Muslim faith. As Sivanandan (2009: p. ix) puts it, referring 
to British Muslims  (‗the terrorist within‘), ‗the victims are marked out not 
so much by their colour as by their beards and headscarves‘. 
Unlike anti-asylum seeker racism and xeno-racism, Islamophobia 
has less to do with immigration and more, in its contemporary form, to do 
with the aftermath of the 9/11 attack on the Twin Towers in New York in 
2001 and the suicide bombings of 7 July 2005 (7/7) in Britain, when a co-
ordinated attack was made on London‘s public transport system during the 
morning rush hour. The fact that Islamophobia is closely related to both 
old UK and new US imperialisms (for example, in Iraq and Afghanistan), 
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to hegemony and to oil, underlines the importance of relating racism to 
modes of production, capitalism and imperialism in order to fully 
understand its manifestations. That ‗Bin Laden‘ became a playground form 
of abuse for children perceived to be of Asian origin bears witness to this. 
In being colour-coded, CRT is ill-equipped to analyse multifaceted 
Islamophobia, and its connection to capital, national and international.  
Lack of explanation of racism that is ‘not White’ against 
‘non-White’ 
Charles Mills (2009: 275) acknowledges that ‗white supremacy‘ does not 
explain ‗varieties of racial domination ... that are not white-over-non-
white‘, and ‗that is a weakness of the term that should be conceded‘. He 
gives the example of ‗certain Asian nations‘. However, it has to be said that 
interethnic racism is also a reality in the UK. While there are a vast number 
of instances of interethnic struggle against racism that have been the 
documented historically (e.g. Cole and Virdee 2006) and in the present – 
for example, by united action against the BNP and the Defence Leagues 
(see below) – it would be foolish and dishonest to deny the existence of  
interethnic racism. One example is the perpetuation of the caste system by 
some British Asians (see Anti Caste Discrimination Alliance, in 
collaboration with Green et al. 2009; Dulai 2010). 
Historical and contemporary association with other beliefs 
and values 
White supremacist groups, traditionally defined, have tended to embrace a 
number of other beliefs and values which are not necessarily associated 
with everyday racism. These can include homophobia, Holocaust denial or 
claims that the Holocaust was exaggerated, conspiracy theories, and 
engagement in military-type activity. 
Some of these associated beliefs and values are epitomised by the 
White supremacist and fascist British National Party. When its leader Nick 
Griffin appeared on the popular BBC discussion programme Question 
Time in October 2009, Griffin stated that Islam was incompatible with life 
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in Britain, admitted sharing a platform with the Ku Klux Klan and 
described gay men kissing in public as ‗really creepy‘. He said that ‗legal 
reasons‘ prevented him from explaining why he had previously sought to 
play down the Holocaust and that he had now changed his mind. He was 
challenged by fellow panellist Jack Straw, the then Justice Secretary, who 
said there was no law preventing him for giving an explanation. 
‘White supremacy’, racism and fascism 
It is important to distinguish between racism, on the one hand, and 
fascism and ‗White supremacy‘, on the other. Fascism tends to have both a 
parliamentary and a street presence. For example, while the BNP 
concentrates on ‗respectable‘ party politics, the English Defence League 
(EDL), like the Scottish Defence League (SDL) and the Welsh Defence 
League (WDL), is a streetfighting organisation. This is typical of fascist 
complementarity (Mussolini had the ‗squadre d‘azione‘, Hitler the 
‗Brownshirts‘ (Smith 2010:  13)). Although the BNP and the EDL deny 
links with each other, from the latter‘s beginnings in March 2009, the BNP 
has played a major role in building and directing the EDL (Smith 2010: 
12).  
Anindya Bhattacharyya (2009) succinctly explains the relationship 
between capitalism and fascism. As he puts it, ‗fascist organisations offer 
themselves to the ruling class as a deadly weapon to use against the left. 
But the use of this weapon comes at a price – stripping away any pretence 
that capitalism is a fair or progressive system‘. This is because the ruling 
class has to use the full force of the repressive state apparatuses (RSAs) 
rather than just rely on the ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) (Althusser 
1971). Thus fascism is ‗a weapon of last resort for our rulers, one that they 
turn to in periods of acute crisis but keep their distance from at other 
times‘ (Bhattacharyya 2009).  In other words, while the ruling class is quite 
happy to up the barometer of racism, it tries hard not to admit to doing 
that: 
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The contradictory political relationship between 
the ruling class and fascism manifests itself as a 
contradictory ideological attitude and 
contradictory action. So the Daily Mail attacks 
Muslims, but also attacks the BNP for attacking 
Muslims. The mainstream parties denounce the 
BNP, but play to its agenda on issues like 
immigration. 
(Bhattacharyya 2009) 
While some on the left argue that we should concentrate on one, 
either racism or fascism, the implications of the above analysis for anti-
racists, including Marxists, is that there is a need to ‗oppose both, while 
understanding the distinctions and relationships between them‘ 
(Bhattacharyya 2009). Bhattacharyya concludes:  
That means understanding that the ‗right wing 
anti-fascism‘ of [sections of the media] isn‘t 
simply a matter of hypocrisy. There are material 
political motives for why the ruling class is 
ordinarily opposed to fascism … [but we] cannot 
ever rely on this right wing anti-fascism that can 
rapidly reverse into support for the Nazis. 
(Bhattacharyya 2009) 
The left thus has a responsibility to take on both fascism and the 
racism that feeds it. CRT obfuscation of ‗White supremacy‘ and its collapse 
into the realm of ‗everyday racism‘ seriously undermines this crucial 
distinction between fascism and racism.  
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‘White supremacy’ as counter-productive in rallying against 
racism 
As the crisis in capitalism deepens, it is absolutely essential for unity 
among the working class as a whole. Advocating ‗White supremacy‘ as a 
descriptor of ‗everyday racism‘ is useless as a unifier and 
counterproductive as a political rallying point. For example, were such a 
promotion of ‗White supremacy‘ to be routinely promoted in educational 
establishments, it would most likely cause severe confusion and indeed 
mayhem. Unproductive divisions on grounds of ‗race‘, class and culture 
would undoubtedly accelerate. 
Some educational implications 
If we are to combat racism, educators have a major role in articulating its 
many parameters. Here I will make five suggestions. First, it is my view 
that we should adopt a wide-ranging definition of racism that includes its 
non-colour-coded manifestations, along with a number of other 
interrelated issues (Cole 2009a, 2011a).  
Second, as I have stressed, it is also crucial to understand the 
differences between routine racism on the one hand and ‗White 
supremacy‘ and fascism as outlined above on the other.  
Given that fascism reinvents itself historically in various guises, it is 
important, third, to retain Holocaust education in the curriculum. 
Fourth, while learning and teaching about racism is fundamental, so 
is learning and teaching about social class. Indeed, any understanding of 
modes of production, the importance of which I stressed earlier in this 
chapter, is meaningless without an appreciation of the relationship 
between social class and capitalism. An understanding of this relationship 
by necessity reveals the fundamental inequality within capitalist society – 
that of social class. Marxist analysis not only explains these 
interrelationships, it also reveals the possibility of a different way of 
running the world – the socialist alternative (Cole 2011a). This is not to 
underestimate the importance of racism, and, as I argued at the beginning 
of this chapter, CRT plays an important role in highlighting racism‘s all-
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pervasive existence in the world. However, critical race theorists, while 
acutely aware of social justice issues and by their very modus operandi 
wishing to promote social justice, have no solutions; hence the need to turn 
to Marxism and democratic socialism. Elsewhere (e.g. Cole 2009a, 2011a) I 
have described the teaching of democratic socialism in schools as the last 
taboo.  
Finally, as educators, we need to make connections not just with 
racism and class exploitation but with all the other equality issues too. One 
of the fundamental characteristics of twenty-first as opposed to twentieth 
century socialism is that all equality issues must be firmly on the agenda 
(see Hill and Helavaara Robertson 2009; Cole 2009b; Cole  2011c). 
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Chapter 13 
Some of my best friends are Marxists: 
CRT, sociocultural theory and the ‘figured 
worlds’ of race  
Paul Warmington, University of Birmingham  
Introduction 
The challenge underpinning any serious analysis of race as a social 
relationship is how to understand its false dimensions while refusing to 
relegate race and racialisation to the epiphenomenal dog-kennel. For 
critical race theorists, race is not reducible to false consciousness; nor is it 
mere ‗product‘ or ‗effect‘. It follows that, for critical race theorists, race is 
not something simply to be overcome; rather the question is what parts of 
race-conscious analysis should be retained and what parts should be 
jettisoned (cf. Crenshaw et al. 1995; Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995; 
Leonardo 2005). A further challenge is how critical race theory (CRT) 
might intersect with other dimensions of critical social theory. Indeed, 
CRT‘s adherents have often made a virtue of CRT as an analytical 
framework that is open, inclusive and in development – ‗a vibrant and 
changing movement‘ (Gillborn 2009: 126). In this respect, recent UK 
Marxist criticisms of CRT have, despite good intentions, done little in 
practice to illustrate how Marxist concepts might contribute to the eclectic 
development of CRT. Much has been written about how CRT should work 
with Marxist categories (Cole and Maisuria 2007; Cole, 2009); predictably, 
less has been said about precisely how Marxists might draw upon CRT. 
Moreover, UK Marxist critiques of CRT often take surprisingly little 
account of contemporary conversations in Marxist-derived social theory 
and social research. I do not assume that CRT has to be validated by being 
reframed in Marxist terms or vice versa (except that the vice versa question 
is unlikely to occur, which is indicative of an asymmetric relationship 
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about which CRT might have much to say). Neither am I interested in 
manufacturing dispute between two caricatured theoretical blocs. My 
concern is, first and foremost, with the development of politically 
committed social theory and with the creative anti-racist spaces that both 
CRT and Marxism might offer. In short, why continually set in motion 
supposed dialogues between Marxism and CRT whose outcome will simply 
be nay-saying when there are important overlaps (as well as tensions) 
between CRT and recent Marxist-derived sociology? 
Particularly underutilised in conversations between Marxism and 
CRT have been the emergent sociocultural strands, such as activity theory, 
whose focus is upon understanding cultural mediation, activity (or 
practice) and institutions. My emphasis on activity theory and cultural 
mediation draws on Marxism‘s own theoretical traditions because they are 
conceptually useful in analysing race, racism and racialisation. Activity 
theory is concerned with how what we do (practice, activity) is mediated by 
the cultural artifacts (or tools) we create. Thus far (and hardly to its credit), 
activity theory has paid little direct attention to race but I would argue that 
the social construction of race is one of those mediating tools (Warmington 
2009). Critical, race-conscious social analysis calls for a robust theoretical 
understanding of practice, organisations and institutions. As such, there is 
a particular need for Marxists and critical race theorists alike to develop 
nuanced analyses of race as a mediating tool within historically specific 
modes of activity. I shall make the wager a little more interesting by 
referring to two aspects of CRT that Marxist critics have found it hardest to 
countenance: CRT‘s reference to ‗Whiteness‘ and/or ‗White supremacy‘ 
and Bell‘s (1992) rules of racial standing. One of my key arguments is that 
Bell‘s ‗rules‘ and CRT‘s use of narrative chronicles (cf. Williams 1987; 
Delgado and Stefancic 2001; Gillborn 2008) overlap in productive ways 
with current Marxist-derived activity theory, particularly Holland et al.‘s 
(1998) concept of ‗figured worlds‘. 
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‘Race is not real’ fundamentalism  
Despite some Marxists colleagues‘ anxieties about CRT‘s ‗explanatory‘ use 
of the notion of Whiteness, it is unlikely that CRT seeks to ‗explain‘ race 
and racism in the sense that Marxists seek ‗explanation‘. Rather, I would 
argue that CRT is concerned primarily with understanding practices of 
race. It is in describing practices of race (rather than its historical 
emergence) that certain (over) conventional strands of Marxism struggle. 
This has frequently led to a lack of ecological validity when addressing 
experiences of the everyday, informal, tacit practices of race and 
racialisation. In the USA, Young (2006) – who utilises Miles‘ (1989) and 
Fields‘ (1990) analyses of racism – exemplifies the tendency on the part of 
a particular (and influential) fraction of Marxism to proclaim the need to 
employ narrowly economistic theories of race, while refusing to admit any 
possibility that Marxism might draw on contemporary race-conscious 
analyses (‗the materialist view has been systematically erased from 
contemporary cultural intelligibility‘ (Young 2006: 5)). In Young‘s conceit, 
thinkers as diverse as Paul Gilroy, Howard Winant, Theo Goldberg and 
Patricia Hill Collins can be boxed off, in turn, as ‗post-structuralists‘, 
‗textualists‘ or ‗Afrocentrists‘, who are guilty either of ‗fetishizing the black 
experience and ... position(ing) black subjectivity beyond Marxism‘ (Young 
2006: 3) or ‗reducing race to culture, or politics, or desire‘ (Young 2006: 
5). 
However, as Leonardo (2004: 485) points out, Black people ‗find it 
unconvincing [to be told that] they are experiencing only class relations 
when the concepts used to demean and dehumanise them are of a racial 
nature‘. As Leonardo (2005) and Preston (2010) suggest, it is those who 
employ ‗universal‘ categories of labour and exploitation as a front for very 
particular, deeply racialised (White) experiences who place Black 
subjectivities ‗beyond‘ Marxism. It would be wrong to claim that Marxists 
have been entirely unconcerned about the challenges of understanding 
social practice, culture and identity (cf. Robinson 1983; McLaren 1997; 
Roediger 1991). However, attacks on CRT that are based on the 
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prescription of connecting with abstract modes of production remain 
unconvincing. In short, to imply that communities concerned with 
educational achievement, stop-and-search policing or Islamophobia need 
look no further than modes of production, as defined by the magnitude of 
monetary value, is to overlook the fact that while the labour process may 
frame raced practices and relationships, it does not, in itself, determine 
everyday forms of raced practice, which are characterised by ambiguity, 
paradox, tacitness and, sometimes, a baffling lack of apparent logic or 
immediate purpose. A favourite illustrative quote of mine about the 
difficulties of grasping everyday raced practices comes from Bradley‘s 
(2000) description of the gulf in understandings of the daily experiences 
that existed for African Caribbean communities beset by police harassment 
in the 1970s: 
… what many police victims found so shocking 
about [police harassment] was its absolute 
pointlessness other than as an act of supreme 
malice … Indeed the absolute absence of logic 
had much to do with the situation being allowed 
to exist for so long unchallenged by wider 
society: if you didn‘t live through it, it was 
difficult to believe … 
 (Bradley 2000: 428) 
How do we understand the banal, apparently senseless aspects of 
race and racism? One answer is that analysis of race as a fully social 
relationship (Apple 2001) – CRT, Marxist or other – must be able to 
explain raced practices and experiences as they are lived, ordered, 
narrativised and peopled. This is where, I argue, recent Marxist critiques 
of CRT, in their over-anxious countering of CRT‘s analyses of Whiteness, 
White supremacy and racial standing, have stumbled. 
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Marxist critiques of CRT: sticking points 
In critiquing CRT, Cole and Maisuria (2007: 2) argue that ‗the term white 
supremacy … homogenises all white people together in positions of class 
power and privilege, which, of course, is factually incorrect‘. This claim is 
curious, given that over recent years critical race theorists have, if 
anything, gone to inordinate lengths to refute such misunderstandings. In 
fact, the author of the article Cole and Maisuria (2007: 2) reference 
specifically states that his purpose in using notions of ‗Whiteness‘ and 
‗White supremacy‘ ‗is not to argue that White people are uniformly 
powerful‘ (Gillborn 2005: 491). Moreover, Cole and Maisuria in the same 
paper suggest: 
Gillborn (2005: 491) argues that ‗white 
supremacy‘ is now mainstream and not the 
preserve of ‗white supremacist‘ hate groups …  
(Cole and Maisuria 2007: 2; emphasis added) 
This, I would suggest, is another grave misreading of Gillborn (and 
CRT in general), whose key argument about ‗White supremacy‘ is not that 
it has ‗now‘ shifted from the political margins to the mainstream but to 
believe that White supremacy is a marginal activity, the province of the far 
right, as opposed to being integral to the social and political formation, is a 
fundamental category error in the first place. 
Bell‘s rules of racial standing, meanwhile, have often been accused of 
pessimism, not only by critics of CRT but by its adherents also (cf. Bell 
1992; Gillborn 2008).  Bell‘s rules are worth summarising: 
1. Regardless of their level of expertise, Black people‘s accounts of race 
and racism will be deemed special pleading and not afforded serious 
consideration. 
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2. Thus Black people are assumed to lack objectivity on issues of race and 
racism and, therefore, are ‗less effective witnesses than are whites, who 
are members of the oppressor class‘ (Bell, 1992: 113). 
3. ‗Few blacks avoid diminishment of racial standing … the usual 
exception … is the black person who publicly disparages … other blacks 
who are speaking or acting in ways that upset whites‘ (Bell 1992: 114).  
Their ‗exceptional‘ statements are granted enhanced standing, even 
when they have no special expertise or experience in the field. 
4. When a Black person or group makes ‗outrageous‘ statements on race, 
vocal components of the White community will actively recruit and 
reward Black critics of those Blacks who have spoken out of turn. 
5. ‗… no amount of public prophesy, no matter its accuracy, can either 
repeal the Rules of Racial Standing or prevent their operation.‘  This is 
key to understanding the workings of racism, ‗its essence, its goals, 
even its remedies‘ (Bell 1992: 125). 
I shall leave these five points until later in the paper, except to say 
that it is unclear whether it is Bell‘s apparent determinism (rule 5) that has 
caused discomfort among critics of CRT or merely his suggestions in rules 
1–4. 
Marxism and CRT: culture and practice 
One of the UK‘s foremost Marxist anti-racists, Mike Cole (2008, 2009), 
has taken issue with Robert Miles‘ insistence that the notion of racism 
should be restricted to ideological phenomena and should not be applied to 
exclusionary practices. Cole (2008) rightly argues that: 
... contrary to Miles, not only should racism be 
inflated to incorporate actions, processes and 
practices, but ... it should, in fact, be inflated 
considerably to include a wide range of actions, 
processes and practices. 
(Cole 2008: 141) 
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Over many years, Cole‘s writing has been notable for its unwavering 
insistence on the need for Marxists to take race seriously, and his 
willingness to debate CRT is significant. Cole‘s very useful 2008 book, 
Marxism and Educational Theory, includes a chapter outlining his 
critique of CRT.  However, given its title and topic, the book has striking 
absences. Surprisingly, Bourdieu is not addressed, even though his 
reworking of the Marxist categories of capital, value and exchange exert a 
powerful grip on analyses of class, subjectivities and education. Another 
key current of Marxist influence absent from Cole‘s book is that of 
Vygotsky. All references in contemporary educational theory to zones of 
proximal development, to scaffolding, to dual stimulation and to learning 
as social participation can in some way be traced back to Vygotsky‘s (1978, 
1986) social psychology and what is now termed activity theory. Vygotsky 
proclaimed his work an explicitly Marxist psychology – a project that 
would:  
learn from Marx‘s whole method how to build a 
science, how to approach the investigation of the 
mind ... Marxist psychology is not a school 
amidst schools, but the only genuine psychology 
as a science … 
(Vygotsky, cited in Ratner, 1997)  
Over the past 20 years, influential sociocultural and activity 
theorists, such as Yrjö Engeström, Michael Cole, Bonnie Nardi and Kris 
Gutiérrez, have built upon this. Today, education is increasingly theorised 
in terms of ‗learning‘ and ‗practice‘ derived from activity theory (cf. 
Engeström 1987, 1999). Discussion of Marxism and educational theory 
might be expected to acknowledge this. However, I would suggest that the 
omission (in a book on Marxism and educational theory) of any reference 
to the vast body of sociocultural theory is indicative that, within the 
fraction of Marxism that takes issue with CRT, residual post-1980s panics 
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over ‗culturalism‘, ‗cultural essentialism‘ and the like have led to a retreat 
from proper cultural analysis of raced practices. Yet without returning to 
Marxist (or Marx-derived) analyses of cultural mediation, dialogue 
between Marxism and CRT is near impossible.     
Sociocultural theory and cultural mediation 
In order to make sense of race as a fully social relationship, it is important 
to understand the concept of race as a mediating tool that constitutes raced 
practices. What is a mediating tool? Drawing from Marx‘s and Engels‘ 
ideas about the role of tool creation and usage in human history, Vygotsky 
concentrated on understanding how people develop control over voluntary 
behaviour (Daniels 2005). He focused on Engels‘ notion of mediating 
devices, wherein societies, groups and individuals alter the world through 
the production and appropriation of tools (cultural artifacts) but are 
themselves altered by developing and using those artifacts. Vygotsky‘s 
concern was with cultural mediation: the active development by human 
beings of concrete tools or language or concepts or symbols in order to 
modify their worlds.   
Engels had observed that tool use, over 
evolutionary time, changed not only human 
environments but human physiology as well. 
Musculature, cerebral architecture … were 
shaped to the tool as effectively as the tool was 
shaped to human purpose. Vygotsky drew an 
analogy between tools and signs, suggesting that 
the use of signs altered not only the social 
‗environment‘ but also the very behavioural 
architecture of the users.   
(Holland et al. 1998: 35)  
Contemporary activity theory continues to take as one of its central 
concerns the mediating role of cultural artifacts or tools in human activity, 
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in the things we do collectively. Anti-essentialist readings of race, by 
definition, treat race as a mediator (Warmington 2009). That is, race is 
understood as real not because it is an essential category but as an 
historically specific means of effecting certain forms of social organisation, 
of mediating human relations. In short, tools are real. In turn, myriad tools 
(conceptual trends, media representations, government policy, education) 
are also required to sustain race as a practice. Once understood as a 
mediating tool, race can no longer be conceived of as an epiphenomenal 
‗add-on‘. Cultural analysis based on subject–tool reciprocation obviates 
contrived distinctions between cultural and economic categories 
(Warmington, 2009). It should be noted that Gilroy (2004), among others, 
has vehemently argued that refusal of archaic ‗base‘/‗superstructure‘-
derived social analyses is a minimum requirement for critical 
understanding of racialisation.  
Vann (2006) also critiques orthodox Marxism‘s adherence to rigid 
distinctions between economic and cultural realms. He argues that 
orthodox Marxists make a category error in their oft-expressed suspicion 
that struggles for political recognition might overwhelm struggles for 
economic redistribution. In this ‗orthodox‘ paradigm, labour is assigned to 
the ‗economic‘; race, gender, sexuality and so forth are assigned to the 
‗cultural‘. Vann (2006) reframes these categories, suggesting that the 
emergent political world (which CRT engages and critiques) is 
characterised not by the marginalisation of labour as a site for struggle but 
by the ‗culturalisation‘ of labour as a site for political struggle: 
To see that the qualification of social categories 
as either ‗cultural‘ or ‗economic‘ does not 
naturally follow from any intrinsic features of the 
subject identities they cover, one need only 
imagine a society in which forms of economic 
compensation are organized with respect to 
gender. In such a world, ‗gender‘ would emerge 
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as an ‗economic‘ category under the rubric of 
which distribution struggles were engaged.  
Indeed, it is not difficult to imagine such a 
society; and this illustrates that the apparently 
‗economic‘ character of ‗labor‘ as a socials 
category is itself a culturally contingent 
assignment.   
(Vann 2006: 2) 
It hardly needs to be pointed out that the preceding paragraph could 
be rewritten with race rather than gender as its key term. 
Figured worlds: ‘as if’ race were real 
I believe that an important development in activity theory for those 
concerned with relationships between CRT and social theory derived from 
Marxist or neo-Marxist thought has been Holland et al.‘s (1998) concept of 
‗figured worlds‘. Deriving from Vygotsky‘s concern with ways in which 
children, in play, develop the ability to inhabit imagined worlds by 
attributing particular meanings to tangible objects (so that a stick becomes 
a gun, mother‘s shoe becomes a glass slipper), the concept of ‗figured 
worlds‘ is concerned with the linking, positioning, ranking and division of 
participants in institutional processes. As such, Holland et al. (1998) builds 
on activity theory, on Bourdieu and on Anderson‘s (2006) ‗imagined 
communities‘. Figured worlds are ‗historical phenomena ... into which we 
enter, which themselves develop through the works of their participants‘ 
(Holland et al. 1998: 41). 
Figured worlds rest upon people‘s abilities to 
form and be formed in collectively realised ‗as if 
realms‘. What if gender relations were defined so 
that women had to worry about whether they 
were attractive? … What if there were a world 
called academia, where books were so significant 
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that people would sit for hours on end, away 
from family and friends writing them? People 
have the propensity to be drawn to, recruited for, 
and formed in these worlds, and to become active 
in and passionate about them. People‘s identities 
and agency are formed dialectically and 
dialogically in these ‗as if‘ worlds.  
(Holland et al. 1998: 49) 
Again we are sailing close to both Vann and to Gilroy. The key idea 
here is that all social worlds have imaginary, ‗as if‘ elements to them. ‗What 
if‘ we lived in a world in which the colour of people‘s skins were 
significant? ‗What if‘ we lived in a world in which people were assigned to 
something called races? This realisation cannot be reduced to a clunking 
notion of race as epiphenomenon, since the network, the web of meanings 
and actions and activities that constitute social worlds are just that: 
interdependent networks in which tangible and intangible, concrete and 
conceptual elements operate as patterned, bundled, choreographed (but 
unstable) producers of social effects.  
‗Figured worlds‘ are collectively modelled, durable, taken-for-
granted worlds that provide a peopled, cultural narrative against which 
everyday acts and events are understood and in which human subjects are 
divided, valued, ranked and related. The term ‗peopled‘ is salient here; 
after all, in a racialised world, if the term ‗peopled‘ is to have any meaning, 
it cannot be colour-blind.  These figured worlds: 
distribute ‗us‘ not only by relating actors to 
landscapes of action (as personae) and spreading 
our senses of self across many different fields of 
activity, but also by giving the landscape human 
voice and tone. Cultural worlds are populated 
by familiar social types and even identifiable 
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persons, not simply differentiated by some 
abstract division of labour. The identities we 
gain within figured worlds are thus specifically 
historical developments, grown through 
continued participation in the positions defined 
by the social organization of those worlds‘ 
activity.  
(Holland et al. 1998: 41; emphasis added) 
Thus figured worlds are structures in practice, not in the abstract; 
they are narrativised worlds peopled by recognisable social types and 
characters: the teacher, the student, the Black woman, the White man, the 
Somali pupil, the Polish migrant worker, the Muslim radical, the asylum 
seeker. We conform to and populate the narratives of these figured worlds. 
We also improvise within them; we rebel against them.   
Back to Bell, Gillborn and CRT ‘chronicles’ 
Can we understand race and raced practices or Whiteness and White 
supremacy in terms of the ‗webs of meaning‘ that constitute the ‗figured 
worlds‘? If ‗cultural worlds are populated by familiar social types and even 
identifiable persons, not simply differentiated by some abstract division of 
labour‘ (Holland 1998: 41), then we must ask questions that move beyond 
silence about the racialised nature of those ‗familiar social types‘ (and, as 
yet, activity theorists have largely omitted to do this). How, for instance, 
might teachers‘ judgments of African Caribbean or Bangladeshi children‘s 
development at foundation stage or their suitability for particular tiers of 
GCSE entry be predicated upon figured worlds in which the mediating 
tools of testing regimes order, rank and divide classroom worlds according 
to racialised narratives and characters? What must African Caribbean or 
Bangladeshi children do (or be understood to do) in order to evade 
characterisation as pupils ‗better suited‘ to lower tier GCSE entry? How do 
the Chinese students described by Archer and Francis (2006) move 
through figured worlds: peopled narratives in which they are particularly 
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positioned (via mediating tools such A levels and careers guidance) in 
relation to ‗achievement‘, ‗aspirations‘ and ‗conformity‘? How, for instance, 
might Black students imagine and re-imagine the figured worlds of HE, as 
actors who both inhabit and dispute HE‘s rules, discourses and artifacts? 
How might ethnicity, class or gender intersect with discipline, institution 
and pedagogy in the co-production, the collective imagining, of HE‘s 
figured worlds? 
At this point, we should think again of Bell‘s rules of racial standing.  
What Bell (1992) describes, I suggest, are figured worlds. In the first 
instance, Bell describes positionings, divisions and rankings in the world of 
American law courts. What Bell describes are raced practices and peopled 
narratives, structures in practice, not abstract structures. Given that, as 
Leonardo (2005) asserts, there are no racial democracies, no non-
racialised societies, peopled narratives cannot be colour-blind. Far from 
dismissing Bell‘s rules or the concepts of Whiteness and White supremacy 
upon which they are predicated, we should consider them seriously as 
claims about racialised figured worlds. This is not a neat ‗answer‘ to the 
problems thrown up by insisting on dialogue between CRT and Marxism, 
instead of continual nay saying. On the one hand, activity theorists have 
been slow to address racialised dimensions of activity. On the other hand, 
adherents of CRT must address questions about the ‗universality‘ or 
‗totalising‘ nature of Bell‘s rules, as opposed to the possibility that they 
actually describe more local, bounded settings (which is not to say that 
those rules might not be replicated in myriad settings, in law, in education, 
in social policy, in legislation, and their microworlds).    
To my mind, although the work of Gillborn (2005, 2008, 2009) does 
not draw directly on activity theory, it begins to point to the ‗figured 
worlds‘ of race. In critiquing UK education policy, GCSE tiering practices 
and early years baseline assessments, Gillborn (2008: 4) adopts a tool used 
frequently in CRT: the use of ‗chronicles‘ – ‗imagined characters to debate 
issues and exemplify real-world problems‘ (cf. Williams 1987; Delgado and 
Stefancic 2001). In his examination of the skewed reconfiguration of 
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baseline assessments, Gillborn incorporates a satirical narrative: ‗The 
wrong result: a story about assessment‘: 
Imagine a deeply racist society ... Racism 
patterns its political system and its public 
services including the police, the media and the 
schools ... one day something goes wrong. One 
day it is discovered that despite all the odds, the 
despised group is excelling in school. Totally 
contrary to the dominant group‘s view of how 
things should be, it emerges that the despised 
group is really good at something ... 
(Gillborn 2008: 92–3) 
Here Gillborn presents a figured world within a figured world: a 
narrativised, peopled world of a racism-saturated society that must reform 
its assessment practices because of the disruption of its own peopled 
narratives in which Black pupils must in general rank low in school 
achievement. The analyses that Gillborn (2005, 2008) offers of tool usage 
in baseline assessments and in GCSE tiering are, to my mind, exemplary 
descriptions of (racialised) activity systems. They concern themselves with 
one of the key dimensions of activity, of practice: the ways in which 
contradictions emerge between the tools by which activities are mediated 
(such as GCSE tiering mechanisms, baseline assessment criteria), the 
objects of activity (in this case, the containment of Black pupils‘ 
achievement) and the outcomes of activity (the maintenance of racialised 
inequalities ‗at manageable levels‘). In the cases Gillborn describes, when a 
new factor (the unanticipated ‗over achievement‘ of Black early years 
pupils) enters and disrupts an established activity, reconfiguration of the 
rules and tools of that activity is prompted (hence the introduction of 
foundation stage profiles). That Marxist critics have not fully recognised 
that the deeply materialist dimension of Gillborn‘s notion of White 
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supremacy (its depiction of tools, rules and division of labour) is a missed 
conceptual opportunity.   
A brief note on artifacts and actor networks 
In talking about the importance of race as mediating tool, attention should 
also be afforded to another contemporary sociocultural strand: actor 
network theory (cf. Latour 2005). Actor network theory (ANT), like activity 
theory, is concerned with mediated practices and, like Holland‘s work on 
figured worlds, acknowledges that imaginative, ‗as if‘ dimensions are 
integral components of all social practices.  A crude summary of ANT‘s key 
concepts would include the following: 
 ANT rejects the division of the social realm into macro- and 
microsystems. It argues that, for the purposes of sociological analysis, 
the social realm is best understood in terms of interactions. How great 
or how petty these interactions appear is not the main issue; the key 
focus of analysis should be on how some kinds of interactions succeed 
in stabilising and reproducing themselves, overcoming resistance, and 
‗seem to become ‗macrosocial‘‘ (Law 1992: 2). Think back to the quote 
from Bradley which appears earlier in this paper. It points to how 
petty, improvised acts of racial harassment were stabilised within the 
criminal justice system and the political discourse, becoming 
structural, embedded forms of racism. 
 Society, organisations and networks are all ‗effects generated in 
patterned networks of diverse (not simply human) materials‘ (Law 
1992: 2). In ANT, social agents comprise assemblages (networks) of 
‗bits and pieces from the social, the technical, the conceptual and the 
textual‘; the social is nothing other than these patterned networks of 
heterogeneous materials (Law 1992: 2). That is, social agents, social 
actors are networks comprising human beings and money, texts, 
machines, virtual technology, concepts, buildings and so forth. ANT 
does not begin from assumption that either people or objects drive 
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social interactions (of course, in any particular instance one or the 
other might be true but that is an empirical issue). 
This, ANT‘s adherents stress, is an analytical framework, not an 
ethical one. It is a way of understanding how types of social action – 
thinking, doing, fighting, writing, caring, legislating, teaching – pass 
through and beyond individual bodies. As a basic example, a teacher‘s 
social agency teaching is a mediated network of the human teacher, the 
classroom, interactive whiteboard, handout, desks, curriculum, 
timetabling, students, tacit and explicit rules of classroom engagement. 
(Each of these people and objects is, in turn, a network in itself, of course – 
a desk comprises wood, nuts bolts, glue!) The task of the social analyst is to 
ask questions about how the power relations of teaching are stabilised; the 
task of those concerned with critical theories of race and education is to 
ask questions about how race concepts and practices comprise parts of the 
networks that constitute teaching and learning. 
Conclusion 
Judith Butler (1997: 37) cautions that, in debates between ‗orthodox‘ 
Marxism and ‗the cultural‘: 
The only possible unity will not be in the 
synthesis of a set of conflicts, but will be a mode 
of sustaining conflict in politically productive 
ways …  
At present, I do not claim to offer a ‗definitive‘ argument as to the 
potential impact of activity theory and ANT upon CRT or other critical 
social theories of race and raced practices but I do offer hunches that 
suggest that some of the current ‗dialogue‘ between Marxism and CRT is 
hobbled by stubborn and hoary sociological concepts. More than one anti-
CRT colleague has told me that ‗Whiteness doesn‘t exist‘. When asked to 
explain, a stock answer is that White working-class people also experience 
injustice, exclusion and inequality – which seems to me an answer to a 
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quite different question.  It would seem bizarre to suggest that the concept 
of Whiteness does not exist and it is beside the point to argue that its 
functioning does not afford all White people ‗positions of class power and 
privilege‘. Rather, Whiteness is a mediating tool that functions within 
heterogeneous networks. 
Think again, therefore, of Gillborn‘s (2005, 2008) work on GCSE 
entry or baseline testing (as a raced practice). Whiteness, here, is not, 
cannot be, identical with the embodied teacher–actor. However, the 
concept of ‗Whiteness‘ is patterned into heterogeneous networks that we 
can perceive in Gillborn‘s descriptions. In the process of GCSE tiering, the 
relegation of Black pupils is an interaction achieved through a 
heterogeneous network of people and objects: policy directives, curricula, 
exam entry guidelines, teachers‘ notes on past and predicted performance 
and schools‘ GCSE targets. These network elements are neither props nor 
private property – neither are concepts of race that encompass 
assumptions about academic ‗ability‘. The fact race is an ‗as if‘ does not 
take away from its material presence within the social. In stabilising, 
Whiteness does not guarantee all White people ‗positions of class power 
and privilege‘, nor does it relegate all Black people to positions of poverty 
and absolute lack of privilege. What it does, in networked interactions, is 
ensure that Black people are located always in insecurity, instability and 
sufferance. That is, nothing earned by Black people is immune from 
removal, no position is immune from being dissolved where the 
boundaries of Whiteness are invoked. However, Whiteness itself is also a 
heterogeneous network, formed out of the somatic, the conceptual, the 
technological, the textual and the legal.  
CRT opens up a potential space for understanding what Leonardo 
(2005: 405) terms ‗the complete racialisation of daily life‘, by venturing 
beyond contrived, tacitly racialised divisions between material 
embodiment and culture. Insufficient attention has been paid thus far to 
the strands of Marxism‘s own traditions (particularly sociocultural/activity 
theory) that might create space for an equal partnership between Marxism 
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and CRT: one that is not predicated on subtly racialised categories, 
divisions and hierarchies. In short, dynamic dialogue between Marxism 
and CRT requires more than organisation around notions of materialism 
that naturalise Whiteness and oversimplify race. Current tensions between 
CRT and mainstream Marxism lie in complex questions about 
relationships between identity, the imaginary and the social realm. The 
challenge facing leftist, race-conscious social analysis is to unmask the 
networks that produce racialisation and racism – as a step to dismantling 
racialisation and racism. 
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